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Panellist – Prime Minister Boris Johnson (PM) 

 

Julian Knight (JK): The Digital, Culture, Media and Sports Sectors, as no doubt you 

are aware Prime Minister, are worth nearly a quarter of the UK economy, yet post 

Brexit people in these sectors are being asked to pay uneconomic visa fees just to 

work overseas in the EU, they can’t transport their instruments or their gear and are 

already being overlooked for work in favour of those with EU passports. Why were 

these sectors allowed to suffer what was in effect a no deal Brexit?  

 

Prime Minister (PM): I totally share the frustrations of the sector. This is a massively 

important part of our economy that contributes many many tens of billions of pounds 

in tax revenue in employment and to the general joy and productivity of the nation. It 

is hugely important and they are also a massive export industry. So we must fix this.  

The answer is I am afraid that in the course of the negotiations the EU as a whole did 

not give the deal we wanted on this issue. We’re not placing any restrictions on people 

coming to the UK. We are very happy to welcome performers from around the world 

and that will always be part of our global Britain approach.   

What we’ve got to do now, we do have some time because obviously given what we’ve 

been discussing earlier there isn’t a great hubbub of travelling musicians and theatre 

companies and so on doing gigs around the rest of Europe, that’s been put on hold for 

a while. But we are working flat out with bilaterally with each individual Government, 

some of them are much better as I am sure you are aware Julian as you know so much 

about this some of them are much more better and forward leaning than others. 

Some of them it’s been absolutely fine others we’ve still got progress to make. One of 

the reasons that I’ve invited Nick Hytner to help us in this whole sector is so that we 

can get ready for a proper return of our cultural life in the autumn in the way which I 

think everybody would want 

JK - Thank you Prime Minister, thank you for those encouraging words. What the 

DCMS sectors want to hear from you is it’s a pleasure to get this sorted, we are already 



a quarter of the way through the year and as such there are no bilateral talks that have 

taken place. When will those talks take place and who will lead them on our side?  

 

PM – The initiative, there are plenty of conversations already happening between at a  

national capital level between the UK and our partners. David Frost, Lord Frost is in 

overall charge of making this happen. One of the things we are looking at doing is 

using the 1.57 billion we have put into the sector to help it in all sorts of ways and we’ll 

want to be helping in the meantime with some of that funding.  

JK - Thank you PM. I’m glad you’ve mentioned Lord Frost as he has now declined two 

invitations now to appear before my Committee. So perhaps you can have a gentle 

word?  

PM – I will  

JK – As I understand it it is that the Heads of Mission who will be taking the first stage 

of the bilateral talks, that I think will take too long will you consider short circuiting this 

and getting our Ministers negotiations with those from Spain, Italy and Greece that 

seem to be most recalcitrant nations in terms of visa access. 

PM – Yes, I’m passionate about this. I think it was in 1620 that a group called the 

English comedians performed Hamlet in German so far as I remember this is 

something that has being going on for hundreds of years, we must get this properly 

ironed out its an obvious, it’s a two way street we need to make sure we get this thing 

totally sorted out and our greatest cultural exports can continue to flourish.   

JK – Thank you one final question Chair, if I may. It’s challenging in terms of COVID 

insurance for festivals. Every year there are 900 festivals in the UK from Glastonbury 

of course to the Asparagus Fair in Worcestershire.  

But without limited Government backed COVID cancellation insurance we risk 

throwing away economic advantages from our brilliant vaccine programme. Prime 

Minister will you back a COVID secure summer of fun rather than condemning us to a 

summer of none?  

PM – I mentioned the work Nick Hytner is leading for us. We are looking at ways we 

can make this happen. Oliver Dowden the DCMS Secretary is clearly leading on this 

and is doing a huge amount of work on trying to get the sector. One thing is that I don’t 

want to see is people unwilling to take risks on productions, on performances, on 

events because they are worried, they think about what they saw last year as we’ve 

discussed, where we thought we could get things open, and then sadly because of the 

way the pandemic went we couldn’t move forward. As you remember we had a huge 

effort on lateral flow testing to try and move things forward.  

To get something ready for the autumn, or for the Christmas season even now you 

have to do the rehearsals you have get the scenery together all that stuff and it takes 

a huge amount of time, preparation and expense and I totally get that, and we are 

looking at what we can do to top slice some of the 1.57 billion to see if we can be 

useful in that way. There are difficulties with those whole business of indemnifying the 



entire sector. As I’m sure you’ll appreciate and as I’m sure Mel will appreciate. But 

that’s what we’re looking at. 

JK - I wouldn’t suggest indemnifying the whole sector. But a date and time limited, and 

only on the costs incurred. I think there is a way forward with this Prime Minister and 

the moment we are not being listened to. And we have serious proposals on this. So 

hopefully you would take that back.  

PM – I would love to.  

Bernard Jenkins (BJ) – That was more of a point than a question but may I just as 

vice chair of the All Party Music group just reinforce a very strong feeling in the music 

and performance arts that we have been slow on the uptake of the seriousness of the 

impact of Brexit on touring musicians and performers, it has looked as though we’ve 

not been prepared to listen. I have asked Oliver Dowden the Secretary of State to host 

a Zoom call of people who are actually practitioners on the front line, can I invoke your 

support for this initiative in  listening and gathering intelligence.  

PM – Yes and Sir Bernard I can think of nothing finer than to make sure you can lead 

a choir of Brexiteers on a tour of the continent.  

BJ – They are not Brexiteers. Also can I add Portugal to the list? IT is very much Many 

of the issues are confined to certain countries of concern it is not due to any 

malevolence of those countries. It is the bedding of new procedures and practices that 

are unfamiliar to the officials in those countries. Can I ask you that not only you advise 

Lord Frost to attend the DCMS Select Committee to address these matters but that 

there should be a Foreign Office Minister.  

PM – Yes.  

BJ – who is going to take the fight through the embassies into campaigns in the 

individual countries. It needs to be addressed country by country otherwise we will 

make very very slow progress.  

PM – It does. This is one of those opportunities for strong bilateral engagement.  

BJ – Thank you very much Prime Minister for those assurances.  

 

 


