I am writing to you as a resident of your constituency, and as a member of the travel industry.

As you are aware, the ongoing COVID-19 outbreak has had an unprecedented impact on the travel industry, affecting thousands of travel businesses and many hundreds of thousands of their customers. It is important to note that pre-Covid outbound travel annually contributed £37bn to the UK economy. Department for International Trade also recognises travel and tourism as a key driver for international trade and investment – critical to the UK’s post-Brexit ambitions. This is not an insignificant sector to the UK’s finances.

Until 10 days ago, our industry looked to be moving in a more positive direction, with consumer confidence returning and enquiries and bookings on the increase. However, the emergence of the Omicron variant has had a devastating effect on our sector yet again, and much of this is down to how the public perceive the risks – not of catching Covid when travelling, but of suddenly finding themselves in a red-list destinations with all the associated implications.

Whilst retaining the policy of red-listing countries is sensible, and allows the Government the flexibility to react to specific, regional challenges, the implementation of that policy is counter-intuitive and inconsistent with domestic measures. I request that you and fellow parliamentarians examine the current approach and look at a more measured, appropriate strategy for the future.

Under the current red-list strategy, the UK normally announces that country ‘x’ will be red-listed from three or four days’ time. The immediate response is an increase in people arriving from country ‘x’ as they seek to avoid having to go into managed quarantine. Obviously this is a nonsense – if country ‘x’ poses a risk, why do we encourage travel from that country?

There is also a glaring disparity between the government’s approach to people that test positive for Covid in the UK, and people that might have it but have returned from abroad, despite having passed a pre-departure test. If I were to test positive for the Omicron variant today, I would be trusted to carry out a 10-day quarantine at home. I’m not carted off to a government-mandated hotel, costing me thousands of pounds. Yet a person arriving from a red-list country is assumed to be untrustworthy, not willing to quarantine, and effectively detained in an extremely expensive quarantine hotel. Can you please explain where this disparity arises from and what evidence there is to support the need for managed quarantine?

It would be far more sensible, practical, and proportionate for the requirement for UK residents returning from a red-list country to be to quarantine at home, just as they would do if they tested positive at any time. This would not only ease the huge financial burden of the managed quarantine service (a family of 4 could find themselves with an unexpected bill of £4,500 or more) but would alleviate the need for people to rush back to the UK to avoid having to quarantine, which also tends to have a huge cost in terms of air fares.
The implications for working people are also significant. Many people have adapted to remote working, and could work from home during a quarantine period. However, whilst they could theoretically also work from a quarantine hotel, that requires them to take laptops and other work equipment on holiday, ‘just in case’. There is also the financial impact on those that can’t work from home – they stand to lose ten day’s of pay on top of the cost of managed quarantine. Rather than charging people to quarantine, there should be a package of financial support for those that lose pay due to a country being reclassified to the red list during their holiday.
If this were implemented then counties could be put on the red list immediately, not in three or four days’ time, which is also a safer option for the UK as it would not cause that sudden influx of travellers from a supposedly high-risk destination.
I urge you to put pressure on the government to come up with a more coherent approach to the red listing of destinations and the implications for UK residents who are in those countries at the time, not only to provide a fairer system for all, but also to allow people to look forward to their holiday in 2022.

Yours sincerely,

