
 

Greetings, 

March 2020 was an inauspicious time to launch the Association of International Retail (AIR), just 

weeks before the first national lockdown and a few months before the Government announced its 

decision to end the VAT RES (tax-free shopping). 

But these two events demonstrated the clear need for a national body to represent the interests of 

all businesses and organisations throughout the UK that have an interest in growing this £6 billion 

international retail sector.  

While the campaign to reverse the Government’s decision to end the VAT RES was always going to 

be hard, major businesses have committed to continue fighting until tax free shopping is restored 

and AIR will continue to be at the heart of that. But there are other issues that are important to the 

future success of this sector.  In the first of our regular AIR updates we give you an overview of plans 

and activities. 

Tax Free Shopping 

The Government’s decision in September to end tax-free shopping was a great surprise. 

AIR immediately joined with New West End Company, the Business Improvement District 

for London’s West End, to pull together all the relevant trade bodies, regional 

organisations and businesses into one united group and provided the national vehicle to 

lead the campaign. 

The campaign involved direct lobbying of Government, mobilising the opposition parties 

recruiting support from backbench Conservative MPs and peers, gaining the support of 

metro mayors in key cities and the Scottish Government, and a media campaign that 

generated over 9,500 pieces of coverage in national, regional, trade and international 

press.  We commissioned economic reports to support the case and supported the 

Judicial Review which is currently in progress. 

Despite the Government refusing to change its decision, the fight continues and AIR is 

working with major businesses to create a dedicated campaign group which will launch 

later this year as international visitors slowly start to return. 

We are also working with Walpole, New West End Company, Global Blue, Planet and 

others to explore marketing and promotions activities to help compensate for any loss of 

sales caused by ending tax-free shopping. 

The most recent example of our work was covered in The Telegraph which you can see here.   

Visas 

Streamlining the visitor visa application process is vital as a way to lower barriers to entry, 

particularly for high-net-worth visitors. We are actively discussing with the Home Office 

ways to enhance the visa application service, especially for Middle Eastern and Chinese 

visitors when they start to return from the middle of 2021. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/fashion/brands/zut-alors-london-could-lose-11-billion-fashion-sales-paris/


 

Sunday Trading reform 

AIR is working with New West End Company and the Department for Business, Energy and 

Industrial Strategy (BEIS) to explore the possibility of removing Sunday trading regulations 

in officially designated International Centres. This will allow stores to compete better with 

other world shopping destinations. 

Tourism Industry Emergency Response Group (TIER) 

The Chairman and CEO of AIR sit on the Government’s TIER Group, representing 

international retail centres in discussions about the future of the domestic and 

international tourism industry during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.  The Group is 

hosted by the Department of Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) and VisitBritain. 

If you would like to know more about AIR’s work and how you can support AIR for the benefit of 

your own company and the sector as a whole, please check our website 

www.internationalretail.co.uk.  or contact Paul Barnes, our Chief Executive, at 

paul@internationalretail.co.uk.  

We hope that you are keeping safe and well during this latest lockdown and we look forward to 

working with you as we start the recovery from COVID-19. It remains critical that we continue to 

campaign for the sector and influence policymaking in the months ahead as the Government charts 

its course for the economy’s recovery and future growth. 

Best wishes,  

 

Jace Tyrrell 

Chairman 

AIR 
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