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VisitBritain Report 
Highlights UK Tourism 
Productivity 
Weaknesses 

 
VisitBritain has commissioned and 
received a report written at the University 
of Surrey that discusses an apparent low 
productivity problem in the UK tourism 
industry. 
 
The report itself, however, has its own 
weaknesses, but does draw attention to 
areas that need to be addressed. 
 

The first point made, taking two pages to 
make it, is that productivity in tourism is 
very difficult to measure. Indeed, there is 
no accurate or widely accepted way to 
measure it or even a consensus on what 
needs to be measured. Traditional 
economics measures labour productivity 
and that’s still important but it fails to 
address the almost-unmeasurable returns 
on, for example, refurbishing an 
esplanade. As the report puts it “due to 
the intangible nature of the industry (so 
many of its outputs are not material, easy 
to measure physical goods), measuring 
productivity is a major challenge.” One of 
the report’s recommendations is that 
work be done on establishing a way of 
measuring it. 
 
More usefully, the report highlights what 
it calls “demand variation” (the authors 
appear to come from a school of thought 
that would not speak of a bus service if it 
could be called an inter-area connectivity 
system).  Extracting the wheat from the 
chaff, they highlight: 
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• The impact of seasonality and other 
variations that mean demand for 
tourism is unstable 

• The concentration of international 
tourism demand on London, which, 
they say, makes us less productive 
overall. 

 
This is, of course, an important point, if 
not a new one. They also refer to the 
changes in international demand resulting 
from currency fluctuations. 
 
Lack of infrastructure investment in the 
UK is cited as a brake on productivity, with 
the national indecision over Heathrow 
expansion, and less investment in 
conference venues than competing 
countries, being pointed out. The authors 
claim that ”The relative absence of public 
Wi-Fi and weakness of integrated 
transport links have damaged its 
destination reputation”. Transport 
infrastructure is mentioned quite a lot 
here but the report stops short of 
explaining what should be done. 
 
There is a section on people and skills, and 
there is a dilemma here. Much of the 
employment in tourism is seasonal, short-
term, and flexible, and this is a 
disincentive to training investment and 
tends to limit the availability of 
experienced people. Yet elsewhere in the 
report ways to make labour more flexible 
are discussed, which would, of course 
make turnover and the skills gap even 
greater. But the real issue for some 
businesses of ability to recruit enough 
staff, especially if it becomes less easy for 
overseas workers to work in Britain, does 
get highlighted, along with concerns that 
the ever-increasing minimum wage will 
severely impact some tourism businesses. 
 
Unsurprisingly the role of technology is 
discussed and the value of big data in 

steering decision-making is one of the key 
points made. Better access to data can 
generate insights that can enhance 
productivity in the long run. They do point 
out the potential of technology to 
increase productivity, giving the example 
of fast-food outlets where you now place 
your orders on a screen, speeding up 
queues. Intriguingly, in Japan is a hotel 
called “Henn Na HOTEL” that is, we are 
told, run by robots. “There are also 
robotic cleaners and porters, waiters, 
bartenders, museum and airport guides, 
and destination greeters” 
 
UK tourism productivity is said to be some 
way behind France and Germany, but the 
report does not consider whether the 
core reason for this is geography. Being 
further north, we have a shorter season, 
therefore tourism assets “sweat” for 
fewer weeks in a year.  There is a 
suggestion of working to develop off-
season conference business, but this will 
hardly surprise anyone in Blackpool or 
Bournemouth. Disappointingly, the 
opportunity to improve productivity 
significantly by introducing regionally-
staggered school holidays is not discussed 
at all, especially as this is common in the 
countries with which we are compared. 
 
Whilst the report discusses a very 
important issue, that needs serious 
consideration, it has unfortunately failed 
to contribute much. It is badly written, 
with clumsy, jargon-laced wording and 
grammar errors and few if any clear 
recommendations. An opportunity has 
been lost. 

HHA Contacts: 
ce@holidayhomeassociation.org.uk 
Tel: 020 7078 7329 
Legal helpline: 0113 2580033 
PO Box 567 Hayes UB3 9EW 
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Insurance Tips from 
David Morris 

A sudden rush of public liability claims 
 
 
Funny how similar circumstances can 
‘cluster’.  I cannot recall any self-catering 
liability claims for months and months and 
then we have several having occurred 
over late summer. 
 
The situations include: 
  

• Holidaymaker falls down stairs as 
handrail was not long enough 

 

• Holidaymaker slips off wall-mounted 
shower seat 

 

• Holidaymaker ‘ejected’ on to the floor 
by a sofa that swallows him up 

 

• Holidaymaker slips on spiral staircase 
 
These are all serious for the injured 
persons and we hope they all make a 
speedy recovery.  However, for the self-
catering proprietor any injury – whether 
holidaymaker, employee, or tradesperson 
– must be handled, from an insurance 
point of view, in a serious and prompt 
fashion.  
 
The first port of call is to report the 
incident to your insurance broker and 
obtain advice.  If it is deemed that you are 
negligent – you did something you should 
not have done, or you did not do 
something that you should have done – 
your insurers will pay the claim up to the 
limit of indemnity you have selected, 
which is usually £2 million or £5 million. 
 

Some claims are baseless.  Your liability 
insurances will include legal defense costs 
so if you have a claimant who clearly will 
be unsuccessful you do not have to put 
your hand in your pocket. 

Law Commission – 
Marriages and 
signatures 

The Law Commission has recently 
consulted the tourism industry as part of a 
review of the laws of marriage. Some 
tourism businesses do have marriage 
licences and although small cottages are 
unlikely ever to host weddings some of 
the larger complexes in the holiday home 
industry could do. Consideration is being 
given to permitting weddings to take 
place in the grounds of suitable venues, to 
re-thinking the rules on what sort of 
venues can be licensed, and a whole host 
of issues less relevant to our industry. 

In another matter relating to the Law 
Commission, the Commission has 
recommended codifying the law on 
electronic signatures on document such as 
contracts but has confirmed that 
electronic signatures are valid in law and 
can therefore be used to sign documents.  
The Commission states that: 

The courts have, for example, held that 
the following electronic forms amount to 
valid signatures in the case of statutory 
obligations to provide a signature where 
the statute is silent as to whether an 
electronic signature is acceptable:  

• a name typed at the bottom of an 
email; 

• clicking an “I accept” tick box on a 
website 
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A new law defining what types of 
electronic signature are valid would, of 
course, create greater clarity for 
businesses relying on online bookings 
where people must agree to terms and 
conditions. 

Grenfell Fire – Report 
could have wider 
repercussions 

The first official report by Sir Martin 
Moore-Bick into the Grenfell fire disaster 
has been published.  Whilst not directly 
relevant to holiday homes, experience 
tells us of the importance of watching 
how the aftermath of a disaster influences 
legislation that may, directly or indirectly, 
affect housing more generally, and 
especially flats. 

The report’s focus is, for now, on the way 
the London Fire Brigade dealt with the 
fire. Their insistence on following 
established rules, notably the now 
infamous “stay put” advice, reflects the 
culture of the organisation and is roundly 
condemned by the judge leading the 
investigation. 

This report does not propose any changes 
that will affect holiday flats or homes. 
However there will be a further phase of 
the enquiry that will look at building 
regulations, design, and fire precautions 
and  we will follow the story carefully lest 
the legislative pendulum swings so far as 
to strike unintended targets. 

Debate on Tourism 
Taxes 

A recent Tourism Alliance seminar 
considered the conflicting issues around 

tourism taxes. Whilst there are currently 
no laws in place to permit local taxation, 
some in the industry believe that there 
would be benefits if a “tourist tax” could 
be used for investment. 

Taxes on tourists are common around the 
world, and usually applied to 
accommodation. A piece of research in 
Liverpool found that stakeholders 
overwhelmingly preferred a simple flat-
rate tax per hotel bedroom to a 
percentage charge or charge per guest, 
due to its simplicity. Not that anyone 
wants to be taxed at all! Tax revenue 
might be used for destination marketing, 
(including conferences) public realm 
improvements, improvements to cultural 
attractions, skills and training. 

However, it was also argued that the UK 
has a very high rate of VAT on 
accommodation compared to other 
European countries and that competing 
nations balance their tourism taxes with 
much lower VAT. A tax focussed on hotel 
rooms would, of course encourage people 
to stay outside the area (if only applied 
locally) or to do day trips rather than 
overnight.   

If self-catering accommodation were to be 
included, then a registration scheme 
would be unavoidable – something the 
HHA advocates for different reasons. If 
not, there would be a shift from hotels to 
peer-to-peer accommodation and self-
catering. 

Local government faces ever-increasing 
demand for essential services such as 
children’s services and social care, 
therefore it may be that consideration of 
additional tourism taxes, thought to be a 
horror idea at one time, may come back 
into the field of serious consideration.  


