
 

 
Note No. 003/20 
 
Protocol Directorate of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office presents 
its compliments to all Diplomatic Missions and International Organisations 
and has the honour to provide advice on VIP arrival and departure 
arrangements into and out of the United Kingdom. 
 
The arrival and departure arrangements are key elements of any visit.  
Diplomatic Missions and International Organisations are requested to use 
the information in this Note Verbale to help plan the arrival and departure 
arrangements for their VIP visitors. 
  
It is important to note that the UK Government does not operate any of 
the airports in the UK.  UK airports are commercial entities owned and 
operated by private companies.  Therefore, Diplomatic Missions and 
International Organisations should always contact the relevant airport 
directly with questions about their services.   
 
Private Flights 
 
There are many handling agents in the UK that can handle private flights.  
Some handling agents have restrictions, including opening times and the 
size of aircraft they can handle.  Diplomatic Missions should contact a 
handling agent directly to find out more.  Before approaching a handling 
agent, Diplomatic Missions should first check that their nominated country 
handling agent does not have any pre-existing agreements or contracts 
with a particular UK handling agent. 
 
Arrival and departure slot arrangements should be made by a Diplomatic 
Mission’s nominated country handling agent in conjunction with the 
chosen UK handling agent.  Due to limited capacity, particularly at London 
Heathrow airport, a Diplomatic Mission’s preferred slot at an airport may 
be difficult to obtain.  Therefore, if the arrival and/or departure slots a 
Diplomatic Mission require are not available, they will either need to 
accept the slots which are available or consider using a different airport.  
Airports to consider, but not limited to, are: RAF Northolt, London 
Stansted, Tag Farnborough, London Gatwick, London Luton, London City 
and Biggin Hill. 
 



 

For FCO-designated State and Guest of Government Visits, the FCO may 
be able to help Diplomatic Missions secure their preferred slots.   
 
Immigration 
 
All foreign visitors, regardless of their position, undergo some level of 
immigration check.   
 
For all types of visit, Diplomatic Missions are requested to complete an 
advanced passenger information (API) form, attached as Annex A to this 
Note Verbale, detailing all passengers in the delegation, including the 
Principal.   
The completed API should be emailed to Protocol Directorate’s Arrivals 
and Departures Team: VIParrivals.departures@fco.gov.uk  
 
The Arrivals and Departures Team will forward the completed API to UK 
Border Force so they are also aware of the visit in advance, which should 
minimise the risk of there being issues at immigration on arrival.  Please 
note, submitting an API does not entitle the delegation to fast-track the 
immigration queue. 
 
For FCO-designated State and Guest of Government visits only, the 
principal visitor plus a small entourage can be exempt from normal 
immigration control.  This policy is owned by UK Border Force who has 
the final decision on its implementation.  The immigration process will be 
discussed as part of the pre-planning meetings a Diplomatic Mission has 
with the FCO.  For all other types of visits, normal immigration procedures 
will apply. 
 
The immigration process for private flights may differ from the process of 
commercial flights.  Therefore, Diplomatic Missions should discuss the 
immigration process with the UK flight handler they are using.  
  
Visas 
 
It is the responsibility of the visiting delegation to ensure that all 
passengers have the appropriate visa to enter the UK.  Further information 
can be found at: https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/uk-visas-
and-immigration 
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Some foreign nationals may be ‘exempt’ from the UK’s immigration 
control.  Please note those who are exempt will still be examined at the 
UK border to determine their exempt status.  Visa nationals who are 
‘exempt’ from Immigration control can apply for an exempt visa which are 
issued free of charge.   
Further details about exempt status can be found at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exempt-exm/exempt-exm 
 
VIP Suites at UK Airports 
 
VIP suites at airports provide a quick and efficient way for your VIPs to 
arrive and depart the UK.  Staff at the VIP suites are experienced in 
handling high-level visitors, including Heads of State and Government, 
and Senior Ministers.  Protocol Directorate recommends that where 
possible, Diplomatic Missions use VIP suites to ensure their VIP visitors’ 
arrivals and departures are problem free and handled efficiently. 
 
Protocol Directorate only covers the costs of VIP facilities for FCO-
designated State Visits and Guest of Government visits.  Diplomatic 
Missions are responsible for the cost of VIP facilities for all other 
categories of visit, with exception of the first arrival and final departure of 
their Head of Mission (see Annex B for more information). 
 
The VIP services available vary from airport to airport.  Some airports have 
no VIP facilities and VIPs and their delegations will be required to use the 
normal arrival and departure channels.  For more information about what 
VIP facilities an airport provides, and the associated costs, Diplomatic 
Missions should contact the relevant airport directly or view their website. 
 
The cost of using a VIP suite for private flights is included in the aircraft 
handling fees.  The FCO does not cover the costs of any fees associated 
with private flights. 
 
Fast-track Immigration and Security 
 
There are no diplomatic immigration or security lanes at UK airports, and 
Protocol Directorate cannot arrange fast-tracking of VIPS and their 
delegations on either arrival or departure.   
 
If a Diplomatic Mission requires fast-tracking they will have to use a VIP 
suite or the fast-track services the airport provides (if available).  
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Diplomatic Missions are responsible for the cost of any fast-track services.  
Not all airports provide fast-track services, or these services may only be 
available for qualifying passengers.  For more information about what fast-
track services airports provide, and their associated costs/eligibility, 
Diplomatic Missions should contact the relevant airport or view their 
website. 
 
Exemption from security screening on departure from UK airports 
 
UK Government policy is that all departing passengers must be security 
screened prior to entry to an airport’s airside area.  However, there are a 
very small number of cases in which exemption from screening may be 
requested, reflecting royal or diplomatic protocol, but these are very much 
the exception.  Anyone not falling within one of the categories of exempted 
persons, established and maintained by the UK Government, will need to 
submit themselves for security screening at the airport prior to departure.    
 
Even where a person is eligible to seek an exemption from security 
screening, the airport of departure may nevertheless respectfully decline 
the request for operational or other reasons. Therefore, all exemption 
requests should be directed through the relevant airport in advance of the 
departure.  Most airports require a minimum of 24-48 hours’ notice.  
Exemption requests for Heathrow and Gatwick airport should be sent to 
the relevant email address below.  For private flights only, you should 
discuss your screening requirements with the UK flight handler you are 
using. 
 
Heathrow Airport:  VipDutyManagers@heathrow.com  
Gatwick Airport:   SDM@gatwickairport.com  
 
The airport will check whether the applicant falls within one of the 
exemption categories and authorise or decline the application as 
appropriate.  If an exemption request is declined, the FCO cannot override 
the airport’s decision. 
 
Some airlines have additional security screening requirements.  These 
enhanced security measures are sometimes dictated by the country the 
airline is flying to.   For more information please contact the relevant airline 
directly. 
 
Airside IDs  
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UK airports are responsible for issuing airport identification cards or 
temporary airside passes to enter their airside areas, not the FCO.  
Diplomatic Missions should contact the relevant airport’s ID centre directly 
with any enquiries or to apply for an airport identification card or temporary 
airside pass.  For private flights, Diplomatic Missions should liaise with the 
UK handling agent they are using.  Please note there could be a charge 
for applying and issuing airport identification cards/ temporary airside 
passes, as well as charges for lost or failure to return airport identification 
cards/temporary airside pass which have expired.  The FCO does not 
cover and cannot waiver any of these charges.  Airport identification cards 
which are no longer required, or expired, should be returned directly to the 
ID centre which issued the card.  Please do not return to the FCO. 
 
Paper applications are no longer accepted by most airports.  Instead, 
Diplomatic Missions and International Organisations are required to have 
an online account with the relevant ID centre through which applications 
should be submitted.  For more information and advice on how to apply 
for an account, please contact the relevant ID centre.  The contact details 
of some UK Airport ID centres are below. 
 
Heathrow Airport ID Centre:   020 8757 0990 
Gatwick Airport ID Centre:    0844 335 6886 
Stansted Airport ID Centre:    01279 66 2500  
 
Heathrow: 
 
On 21 March 2018, Heathrow VIP stopped issuing temporary airside 
passes for Mission greeters attending arrivals and departures through 
their VIP suites.  If a temporary airside pass is required, Diplomatic 
Missions and International Organisations must apply via the Heathrow ID 
Centre’s online portal.  For more information about the process of applying 
for temporary airside pass through the online portal, please contact the 
Heathrow ID centre directly.  
 
Please note that access to the Royal Suite and Spelthorne Suite at 
Heathrow Airport requires either a full Heathrow airport identification cards 
or temporary airside pass.  Holders of Heathrow temporary airside passes 
must carry the same document they used when applying for the temporary 
airside pass, and be escorted at all times by someone from the Diplomatic 
Mission with a full airside identification card.  Diplomatic Missions should 



 

contact the Heathrow ID centre for more information about temporary 
airside pass terms and conditions. 
 
Diplomatic Flight Clearance 
 
Diplomatic Flight Clearance (DFC) is required for official flights using state 
registered aircraft, which intend landing in or overfly the UK, and its Crown 
Dependencies, Overseas Territories or overseas military bases.   
 
To find out whether your flight requires DFC, and to request DFC, contact 
the Ministry of Defence using the details below.   
 
Please note that DFC does not give permission to land at an airport.  Only 
the airport/UK flight handler can grant permission to land at an airport. 
 
Email:  CTandUKOps-FlightClearance@mod.uk 
Telephone:  020 7218 2723 
 
Protocol Directorate of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office avails itself 
of this opportunity to renew to all Diplomatic Missions and International 
Organisations the assurance of its highest consideration. 
 
 
 
FOREIGN AND COMMONWEALTH OFFICE 
LONDON SW1 
 
19 February 2020 
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