
 
Impact of visa and work permit requirements for touring  

Briefing by the Incorporated Society of Musicians  
 

This briefing was prepared by the Incorporated Society of Musicians (ISM), the UK’s oldest 

professional body for musicians, for the following oral question. For more information please 

contact Liam Budd, Senior External Affairs & Policy Manager at liam.budd@ism.org. 

 

Lord Black of Brentwood to ask Her Majesty’s Government what assessment they have 

made of the impact of the visa and work permit requirements for touring in the European 

Union on music and performing arts students in the United Kingdom. To be answered by 

Baroness Barran (Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport) 

 

Contents 

Suggested questions ....................................................................................................... 1 

Background .................................................................................................................... 2 

1. Current regulatory landscape................................................................................ 2 

2. What is the difference between a visa and work permit? .......................................... 2 

3. Visas ................................................................................................................. 2 

4. Work permits ..................................................................................................... 3 

5. What are the challenges obtaining a visa and work permit? ...................................... 4 

6. Value of music and touring ................................................................................... 4 

 

Suggested questions 

 

• For performing arts graduates, opportunities in Europe are vital for early career development. 

But due to expensive and bureaucratic work permit requirements in various EU Member 

States, such as Spain, Italy, Cyprus and Portugal, touring is now no longer financially viable 

for many emerging artists. During a DCMS Select Committee evidence session on February 

16, a senior civil servant stated it was the Government ambition to start engaging with key 

EU Member states in the coming weeks to address this issue. Can the Minister update the 

House on the progress of these bilateral discussions?  

 

• The ISM has been inundated with personal testimonies from musicians who are already losing 

work in Europe because it is no longer financially viable to tour, and EU promoters and venues 

are no longer hiring UK passport holders. Whilst the proposal for a cultural export office is 

welcome as a long-term measure, what is the government doing right now to unravel the 

huge bureaucratic and regulatory challenges facing touring musicians? 

 

• Since 2009 the EU has entered into 28 Visa Waiver Agreements with other countries, the 

majority of which allow musicians to travel visa-free to carry out a paid activity. Does the 

Minister think it is right that professional musicians in Colombia, UAE, Tonga and St Lucia 

have better access to Europe than our own world leading talent here in the UK?  

 

• The Government has stated that the door is open for revisiting the rules around ‘short-term 

business visitors’ at a later stage to capture work done by artists and accompanying staff. 

Whilst this was a laudable ambition during the negotiations, the Minister for Digital and Culture 

herself stated on February 16 that ‘that there is no precedent for what the UK was trying to 

do’.i In addition, the "most favoured nation" clauses found in existing FTAs will be a strong 

disincentive for the EU. Will the Government instead focus on negotiating a bespoke visa 

waiver agreement for the creative and cultural sector, which according to a leading QC, would 

be hugely beneficially, solve one key area of red tape, and is compatible with the 

Government’s red lines around freedom of movement? 
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Background  

 

1. Current regulatory landscape 

 

Europe is the most important marketplace for touring and other creative work. Essential is the 

ability for musicians to travel in and out of the UK at short notice and for short periods of time. 

 

The EU and UK failed to agree a visa waiver for artist and performers during the Brexit 

negotiations. As a result, Member States can now choose to treat UK citizens as ‘visa nationals’ 

when entering for paid work and require a visa and/or work permit. Whilst some EU countries 

offer exemptions, many do not. The regulatory landscape for touring musicians is therefore 

incredibly complex, especially if they plan to visit multiple countries. Musicians face additional red 

tape associated with ATA Carnets, CITES regulations, and cabotage restrictions. 

 

2. What is the difference between a visa and work permit? 

 

• A visa is a document which gives a person the right to enter or leave the country or territory 

for which it was issued. Visa waiver agreements exist between the EU and third countries. 

• A work permit is a generic term for any legal authorisation which allows a person to take up 

employment. EU Member States retain sovereign power over these rules. 

• Some countries use the terms ‘visa’ and ‘permit’ interchangeably. 

 

3. Visas 

 

In response to a lack of country-specific guidance, the ISM produced the most comprehensive 

document in the sector outlining the new rules for every country in Europe.ii For example, 

Portugal, Spain and the Czech Republic require visas to enter for short term work, whilst many 

countries remain unclear. A number of countries listed as not requiring a visa in the Visa Code 

Handbook have outlined that the situation may change depending on the relationship with the EU 

(Belgium, Hungary, Italy).  Greece states that, ‘so far, there is no final decision on the 

prerequisites for UK nationals who wish to carry out a paid activity’. There is nothing stopping 

these countries imposing entry visas in the near future if a Visa Waiver Agreement and Joint 

Declaration is not in place. 

 

What is a Visa Waiver Agreement? 

 

Visa Waivers Agreements between the EU and third countries allow the other party’s nationals to 

make a visa-free short-term visit to their territory. In this context, “short-term” generally means 

90 out of 180 days. Visa-free travel is not allowed where an individual is carrying out a paid 

activity during their stay. However, the agreements state that artists (or sportspersons) 

performing an activity fall outside this category. It appears that during the trade negotiations, 

the EU made a standard offer to the UK for a visa waiver. We have been advised by a leading QC 

that an agreement of this nature between the UK and the EU would be highly advantageous for 

the following reasons. 

 

a) UK musicians could travel visa-free to carry out a paid activity on an ad hoc basis 

 

The leading QC has advised that “ad hoc basis” is interpreted to cover artists carrying out specific 

engagements such as a short, temporary work or a series of performances. In practice, it may be 

similar to the Permitted Paid Engagement (“PPE”) route operated by the UK, which permits a 30-

day visa-free stay for performers in some cases. Guidelines could be agreed with the EU to provide 

further clarity on what is meant by the term ‘ad hoc’. Alternatively, a bespoke agreement could 

replace this terminology with a clear definition of the scope of permitted activities and eligible 

professionals (such as technical or support staff).  



 
 

b) There is precedent and the mechanisms are well known 

 

Analysis of the EU’s legislation database shows that these agreements are common practice 

between the EU and third countries. Since 2009 the EU has entered into 28 Visa Waiver 

Agreements and Joint Declarations – including Colombiaiii, UAEiv, Tongav and St Luciavi. All, except 

that for China, work in the way described above, although different scope and wording was 

negotiated in the case of Brazil.  

 

c) There is a structure to manage and oversee delivery  

 

Another benefit identified by the leading QC is that under the terms of a Visa Waiver, a Joint 

Committee of experts is created for the management of the Agreement. The Committee is tasked 

to monitor the implementation, suggest amendments, settle disputes arising from the 

interpretation or application, and carry out other agreed tasks. This would provide musicians with 

definite provisions to refer to when seeking to enter the EU, or when seeking to appeal a refusal 

in a Member State. 

4. Work permits  

 

Unlike visas, EU Member States retain sovereign power over work permit rules. These 

arrangements (including costs) vary greatly between country and by the length and purpose of 

the stay. For example, Portugal offers a free temporary stay visa, Greece has a minimal cost of 

€16 to cover printing costs but work permits in Denmark and Norway cost around £500.  We 

identified 12 EU countries which require work permits or similar (employment/residence permits) 

for stays of up to 90 days. These are: Belgium – Flanders region only; Croatia; Cyprus; Estonia; 

Greece; Italy; Liechtenstein; Portugal; Slovakia; Slovenia; Spain and Switzerland. 

 

During the negotiations, the UK Government sought to resolve the issue of work permits through 

an ‘ambitious agreement’ with the EU on temporary entry and stay (known as Mode IV). The UK 

proposed to expand the list of permitted activities for ‘short-term business visitors’ to capture 

work done by musicians, artists and entertainers, and their accompanying staff.vii  

 

Whilst this was a laudable ambition, we understand that there was no precedent in any other Free 

Trade Agreement. The "most favoured nation" (MFN) clauses found in existing FTAs between the 

EU and third countries, such as Japan and Canada, are likely to have acted as a strong 

disincentive. The World Trade Organization also stated that Mode IV ‘does not concern persons 

seeking access to the employment market in the host member’.viii 

 

 

In light of the advice received from the leading QC, we strongly believe that a bespoke visa 

waiver agreement with the EU for the creative and cultural sector would be hugely beneficially, 

solving one key area of red tape and add a greater level of certainty for the future. This would 

send a strong message that the UK Government is doing everything it can to protect our world 

leading creative and cultural sector.  Benefiting a limited number of professions, this is entirely 

compatible with the Government’s manifesto commitment to take back control of our borders. 

 

Instead of revisiting the rules around ‘short-term business visitors’, the Government should 

prioritise bilateral discussions with individual EU Member States that do not offer cultural 

exemptions for work permits, such as Spain, Italy, and Portugal, or which are financially the 

most important to UK musicians. 

 



 
5. What are the challenges obtaining a visa and work permit? 

 

Musicians face an array of challenges when obtaining visas and work permits. For example, 

applications can take up to three months, which is incompatible with last-minute performances.  

Many UK embassies and consulates are currently closed due to Covid-19. As a result, documents 

are only being processed for health care workers and emergency travel. Many countries are 

currently not allowing entry to UK citizens due to the emergence of new Covid-19 variants.  

 

In addition to the costs, applications often require additional paperwork and expenditure that may 

not be immediately clear.  These include multiple copies of documents, translation of documents, 

certification of documents, police certificates, proof of higher education qualifications, proof of 

income and health insurance. The current cost of a police certificate from the ACRO Criminal 

Records Office is £55 within 10 days and £95 for a 2-day service.  As applications have to be 

made in person, travel costs and time off work and rehearsals also have to be taken into 

consideration. If a visa and/or work permit application requires the passport to be sent off, this 

prevents musicians travelling to other countries to work whilst the application is processed. 

6. Value of music and touring 

 

The UK music industry is a global success story, contributing £5.8 billion to the economy, 

generating £2.9 billion in export revenue and sustaining over 197,000 full-time jobs. Music 

tourism contributed £4.7 billion of spending to the UK economy in 2019. There were 12.6 million 

music tourists going to live music events and 45,600 jobs were sustained.ix  

 

The music sector generates a significant amount for economies across Europe, adding €81.9 

billion to GDP in the EU27 and UK in 2018.x Music plays a vital role in the UK’s soft power and the 

UK is currently ranked second in the Portland Soft Power 30 Index.xi 

 

There is a strong demand oversees for streaming UK music. The following represents the top EEA 

countries of UK music artists market share: (1) Belgium – 17.2%; (2) Netherlands – 14.6%; (3) 

Switzerland – 13%; (4) Austria - 11.6%; (5) Germany - 9.7%; (6) Sweden - 8.5%; (7) Spain - 

7.4%; (8) Italy – 7.3%.xii 

 

In May 2020 the ISM published its 5th Brexit report, which found that 44% of musicians earn up 

to half of their earnings in the EU (54% in 2016); 43% travelled to the EU more than five times 

a year (39% in 2018); and 32% spend more than 30 days in the EU for work (41% in 2018) xiii 

 

i https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/1717/pdf/  
ii https://www.ism.org/advice/eu-work-permit-requirements-for-musicians  
iii https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A22015A1219%2801%29&qid=1611061742438 
iv https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A22015A0521%2801%29 
v https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A22015A1203%2801%29 
vi https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7107-2015-INIT/en/pdf 
vii https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-01-28/hl12699  
viii https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/mouvement_persons_e/mouvement_persons_e.htm  
ix https://www.ukmusic.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Music-by-Numbers-2020.pdf  
x https://www.ifpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/IFPI_music_in_Europe.pdf  
xi https://softpower30.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/The-Soft-Power-30-Report-2019-1.pdf   
xii https://www.bpi.co.uk/news-analysis/bpi-publishes-all-about-the-music-2020/  
xiii https://www.ism.org/images/files/ISM_Fifth-Brexit-Report_May-2020_A4_Online.pdf  
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