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Context

Sustainability is an increasing focus of government, consumers, and 
industry.

• In June 2019, legally committed to reducing greenhouse gas emissions 

across all sectors to net zero by 2050.

• The UK will host the 26th UN COP26 in Glasgow on 1-12 November 

2021. The climate talks will bring together heads of state, climate 

experts, and campaigners to agree to coordinated action to tackle 

climate change. sectors to net zero by 2050. 

• In November 2020, the UK Government set out the Green Industrial 

Revolution, a 10-point plan to build back better, support green jobs, 

and accelerate the country’s path to net zero. This included a focus on 

Jet Zero, protecting our natural environment, public transport, and 

electric vehicles.

• VisitScotland and Visit Wales are also taking action on sustainable and 

responsible tourism, both having set out their ambitions and priorities 

respectively.
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What is sustainable tourism?

VisitBritain/VisitEngland defines sustainable tourism as practices taken by visitors and businesses in the visitor 

economy to minimise the negative environmental and social impacts of tourism, and to enhance the economic and 

cultural benefits for visitors, businesses, and host communities. 

Environmental Sustainability: Protecting the 

natural environment and landscape, promoting 

no or low-carbon products, and encouraging 

visitors to respect the destinations they visit.

Social Sustainability: Ensuring local 

communities see the benefits of tourism, 

safeguarding local heritage/identity, and 

pressure is eased on busier destinations.

Economic Sustainability: Using tourism as

an economic boost to destinations and 

communities – creating jobs, supporting 

SMEs, and attracting inward investment.
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Our sustainability approach

VisitBritain has been working on its sustainability approach, in 
consultation with industry and colleagues.

• The aim of this sustainability project was to identify the role of 

VisitBritain/VisitEngland in supporting the British tourism industry to 

transition to a sustainable future.

• The final project brings together insights collected from both internal and 

external stakeholders. 

• An internal paper identifies common themes and recommendations 

which teams within VisitBritain and VisitEngland can build upon or adopt 

as they plan future activity and establish new projects. 

• The ambition is for work to enable the teams across the organisation to 

holistically adopt sustainability into their business as usual activity, 

irrespective of future funding outcomes, so that a clear baseline of 

action is present and ready for any future investment in specific 

sustainable programmes.

• This initial work is not an end point, it is about building a baseline of 

activity on which to commit future action.
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Our sustainability approach, continued.

Framing & Approach

In order to capture the spectrum of ‘sustainability’, we aligned our 

research and consultation around the stages of the user journey. 

• Pre-Trip/Consumer Information: Understanding how we can 

encourage sustainable choices by consumers during the booking 

and planning process of a trip - through the marketing they see 

and the information they receive. 

• Dispersal: Considering how to encourage the dispersal of 

visitors, helping destinations to manage success, spreading the 

season, and distributing the economic benefits of tourism across 

the country. Dispersal also covers the promotion of low carbon 

transport options. 

• In-Trip Activity: Identifying opportunities to support sustainable 

practices within visitor trips, from accommodation to attractions. 

This may include carbon and food waste reduction or 

environmentally friendly and charitable experiences. 

• Post-Trip/Long Term: Looking at our role in supporting the long 

term economic viability of destinations to support SMEs and 

employees, reassuring communities so tourists are welcomed, 

and protecting destinations from damage.

Scope & Parameters

Throughout the development of our approach we have been careful 

to bear in mind VisitBritain and VisitEngland’s statutory duties/remit. 

We are specifically trying to establish the organisation’s role in 

supporting the sector to become more sustainable, and in this respect 

some policy areas, although highly relevant, do fall outside the scope 

of our remit. 

• For many inbound visitors particularly from our long-haul markets 

air travel is the viable and practical means of travelling to the UK. 

We can support more sustainable visitor behaviour in-destination 

by driving longer stays, seasonal and regional spread and using 

low carbon internal transport. We can also support the aviation 

sector’s work towards environmental and social sustainability, 

including taking steps towards JetZero to reduce emissions.

• In recognition of progress made by private sector businesses, we 

are not seeking a top down approach, or to compete where the 

private sector already provides. For example, we have not 

recommended the establishment of an accreditation scheme, as 

providers already exist – i.e Green Tourism.



Internal recommendations

As a result of our process we’ve produced an internal paper which 
suggests a number of ways that VisitBritain & VisitEngland can integrate 
sustainability into our activity. 

We made more than 20 recommendations for how our activity could be 

adapted or expanded to be more sustainable - they included;

• Develop a holistic approach to our marketing and B2B activity that 

incorporates responsible and sustainable values.

• Work with travel trade to develop itineraries & promote products that 

support responsible tourism.

• Review the sustainability content on the Business Advice Hub, ensuring 

that businesses are signposted to the best resources available to aid 

them in becoming more sustainable.

• Champion regional dispersal and public transport use through our 

campaigns and activity.

• Promote seasonal dispersal to extend the benefits of tourism beyond 

peak travel periods.

• Provide industry with high quality insights and research, for example into 

inbound and domestic visitor interests and trends.
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External themes

We also identified some of the broader challenges experienced by 
industry, in order to help us further identify areas for action.

Common challenges and themes raised amongst participants were;

• Developing secondary destinations – driving visits to quieter 

destinations to spread the economic benefits whilst easing pressure on 

‘honeypot’ attractions.

• Public transport use – the pandemic has encouraged people to use 

private cars, over more low carbon options such as trains or local bus 

services. There is further difficulty in encouraging the switch to public 

transport for those attractions not immediately accessible from local 

rail/bus networks.

• Planning – ensuring the visitor economy is considered in both transport 

and community planning process.

• Visitor and community engagement – inviting the public to have a 

stake in their visitor attractions, through schemes that promote 

‘voluntourism’, local supply chains, and community recruitment.
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Dispersal

Dispersal was a consistent theme throughout the consultation process. 

• External stakeholders consistently emphasised the need to improve 

regional spread, extend the season, and drive public transport use in 

relation to developing a more economically and environmentally 

sustainable industry. 

• These issues are also ones VisitBritain and VisitEngland have both explicit 

remit to cover, and experience in tackling. 

• Focusing on this theme of dispersal, we have also set out a longer term 

vision and proposed targets for the organisation to work towards.

Existing Best Practice:

The Discover England Fund successfully launched products that encouraged 

regional spread, which often incorporated low carbon public transport 

alternatives. The Great West Way, Northern Cities, and Explorers Road 

projects all included rail elements and used gateway cities as starting points 

for visitors to begin their journey into lesser known locations.
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Proposed targets for the future

Focusing on the theme of dispersal, we have also set out a longer term vision and proposed targets for the 

organisation to work towards.

Proposed Inbound Target: Increase the proportion of visitor spend 

outside of London by 1% by 2024 .

Proposed Domestic Target: Extend the season by lifting the number 

of visits in September to an average of May and June – increasing 

the annual number of domestic overnights by 1% and generating an 

additional £207m in spend.

• Modelling by the VisitBritain Research Team finds that if we were 

to extend the season one month, meaning September equals the 

spend of August, this adds £900m to inbound, £1.3bn on domestic 

overnights, and £2.2bn across both. 

• Domestic tourism is more geographically and seasonally diverse 

than inbound travel, directly supporting a greater number of 

destinations and generating more spend in the winter and 

shoulder seasons.

• A staycation or domestic holiday reduces demand for roundtrip air 

travel from the UK, and increases demand for travel with low-

carbon options such as trains or EV rental.

• We propose measuring our success in achieving this vision by 

growing the proportion of inbound visitor overnights and spend 

outside of Greater London. In 2019, over half (53.1%) of inbound 

visitors spent at least one night in London, and the city received 

55.6% of the year’s total inbound visitor spend.

• Spreading visitors to a greater number of destinations also 

reduces the pressures of overcrowding in honeypot destinations, 

improving the quality of life for residents and visitors in the most 

popular destinations.

• Improving the regional dispersal of inbound visitors’ overnight 

stays directly supports a greater number of destinations, including 

locally-owned SMEs and their host communities.

• Increased travel between destinations is also an opportunity to 

drive more passengers towards low carbon travel options like train 

travel or renting electric vehicles.

• In 2019, a 1% increase in non-London share of spend (with 

London remaining constant) would equate to £524m.



Our immediate action

As well as the ambitions we have set out for the future, we’re also taking action now to set a baseline of activity on 

which to build – regardless of funding settlements.

Consumer Facing:

• New consumer facing sustainability hub ahead of COP26 
to help visitors incorporate sustainable products and 
experiences into their itineraries. 

• Sustainable travel content and media campaigns taking 
place in the US and Europe during Autumn 2021 –
partnering with Conde Nast and AFAR Magazine.

• Development of the domestic BritRail pass – encouraging 
public transport use for leisure trips and tours.

Government Facing:

• Working with DCMS on scoping the Sustainable Tourism 
Plan, as set out in the Tourism Recovery Plan.

• Using our statutory role as advisors to government on 
tourism policy to work collaboratively in order to tackle the 
challenges facing the sector.

Industry Facing:

• Review and take forward the recommendations made in 

the internal review document, which includes more than 

20 suggested actions covering every part of our business 

– from sustainable marketing to business events.

• Expand sustainability resources on the VisitEngland 

Business Advice Hub – signposting businesses to the 

right resources to support their journey to a sustainable 

future.

• Launch of the National Lottery Days out scheme which 

extends the season for businesses - incentivising visits 

into autumn/winter.

• Support the industry with continued sentiment research, 

informing them on changing trends, including on attitudes 

to sustainability.


