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The Northern Ireland Hotels Federation (NIHF) is the representative trade body for the hotel and guesthouse sector. The Federation’s primary objective is to improve and influence policy in line with member needs. Improvements in the wider tourism infrastructure are a vital part of our members’ future and we see air access as having a direct bearing on their success. 

The NIHF is of the opinion that an effective air access network is imperative for the future of our tourism and business economy. Northern Ireland is a peripheral region situated on the edge of Western Europe and this geographic isolation makes us heavily reliant on affordable, frequent direct access. The region has one direct air route to the United States of America and has struggled to attract additional air routes from this large region with which we have strong cultural and historical links. The only US route in operation is currently under threat as our tax regime makes it a much more expensive option that those offered into Dublin a mere 90 miles away. We have a limited European network and no access to the BRIC nations. As travel trends change, with the visitor taking more short breaks even for long-haul destinations, direct and affordable access is the only way to ensure that Northern Ireland remains a viable visitor option in existing markets and becomes an attractive option in new marketplaces.

The existence of a land border with the Republic of Ireland (ROI) places Northern Ireland in a unique position within the UK.  As things stand, over 90% of the island’s visitor air traffic lands in the Republic of Ireland, placing Northern Ireland in a very precarious air access position.  The government in the Republic of Ireland has outlined a plan to suspend air passenger duty based on the premise of an increase in air traffic and upturn in visitor numbers.  APD in ROI has already been reduced from €10 to €3 in March 2011. This €3 levy is set on all routes at the present time regardless of distance making the ROI a much more competitive destination than Northern Ireland. However, matters are only set to get worse as plans set out by the ROI government under the Jobs Initiative Bill of May 2011 advocates a suspension of this duty for the foreseeable future. This is based on the proviso that air traffic and visitor numbers to the region increase, bringing increased spend to ROI and effectively offsetting the loss of APD revenue. The cost of this is seen as a small price to pay to revitalise the tourism industry and it is seen as a means of stimulating the economy in the long run. APD and other taxes are a means of rebalancing our regions economy and should not be set on a national level but adjusted for local need.

Another notable and unique aspect of the Northern Ireland issue is the fact that the island of Ireland is marketed overseas as an all-island destination by Tourism Ireland and the inequality of tax makes it extremely difficult for us to grow or for that matter sustain the access we have.

For example, a family of four travelling from the US to Dublin currently pay €12 in tax, travelling to Belfast they would pay €240 on an economy fare. If APD is removed in ROI they would pay €0 and under the new proposed HM Treasury scheme will pay between £260 - £300. Business travel is penalised at an even higher rate into Northern Ireland thus making the province a less attractive option for inward investment as well as hampering tourism growth. 

The proposals put forward by the treasury simply do not take into account our dependence on direct access or how continuing with the current rates could decimate our fragile air infrastructure. A greater tax burden could see the Province losing this vital link to the USA and a reduction in the European network.  

We would urge the Treasury to look at this issue on a regional basis and allow levels of APD to be set in line with regional need, allowing for a rebalancing of our economy with a view to growth.

