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International travel update – variants originating in Great Britain and South Africa  

In response to the risks posed by new variants of COVID-19 originating in Great Britain and South 

Africa the Government has introduced travel restrictions on travellers from those countries.  

Health officials met on 20 DEC to consider the issues arising from this UK variant and the Government 

implemented a travel ban for passengers arriving by air or ferry into Ireland from the Great Britain.  

As noted in the NPHET letter to the Minister for Health on 28 December, all travellers that have arrived 

from GB since 10 DEC have been advised to self-isolate for 14 days and to seek a covid-19 test (free of 

charge) to identify cases of the mutant virus. The public health advice to self-isolate was also extended 

to arrivals from South Africa since 10 Dec following the emergence of another strain in that country.  

The ECDC rapid risk assessment in response to SARS-Cov-2 variants was supportive of the adoption of 

travel restrictions to contain the spread of new strains which emerged in Great Britain and South 

Africa. 

Mandatory PCR pre-departure testing for travellers from Great Britain and South Africa 

Government decided on 6 January to extend existing travel restrictions until midnight Friday 8 January, 

after which they will be replaced by a mandatory legal requirement on passengers arriving from Great 

Britain or South Africa to present evidence of a negative pre-departure PCR test taken within 72 hours 

of arrival.  

Passengers who travel to Ireland from Great Britain or South Africa without proof of a negative PCR 

test result will be committing an offence with penalties of up to €2,500 and up to six months 

imprisonment or both. 

Following arrival, passengers arriving from these countries will continue to be advised to self-isolate 

for 14 days and to contact a GP to arrange a test to be taken after day 5. The result of this test does 

not lead to disapplication of the advice to self-isolate for the full 14 days.  

Limited exemptions to the testing requirement will apply for essential supply chain and transport 

workers. Passengers who consider their circumstances for travel urgent for medical or family reasons 

will require written confirmation from the Department of Foreign Affairs in order to bypass testing 

requirements.  There will also be an exemption for “the Garda Síochaná in the exercise of their 

functions”.  

Requirements on airlines and ferry companies 

There will now be a regulatory requirement on carriers who will be required to make reasonable 

attempts to make passengers aware of the pre-departure testing obligation. This will be done through 

email and /or text in advance of travel as well as checks at the point of boarding.  

These measures will take effect from 9 January 2021 and will remain in effect until 31 January. They 

will be reviewed before that date. 

Travel restrictions introduced by other countries  

Internationally, governments recently announced additional controls in place both in response to 

epidemiological situation and in direct response to the new variants. Arrivals from other countries to 

Germany are now subject to ten days mandatory quarantine, and from 11 January must also either 

present a negative test, which is less than 48 hours old or must take a test on arrival.  This negative 

test does not impact the quarantine requirement.  The quarantine requirement can be terminated by 

a negative test taken after day 5. It is understood a ban on flights from UK and South Africa will be 

extended to 20 January. Belgium, Norway and Canada have in recent days announced testing 



 

requirements for all arriving passengers. A summary of international responses to new variants are 

provided in the tables in the appendices.   

Further measures being contemplated in Ireland  

Government policy on international travel is informed primarily by perspectives from Departments of 

Transport, Foreign Affairs, Justice and Health, with other Departments are being consulted. The senior 

officials’ group is chaired by the Department of An Taoiseach.    Following the recent Government 

decision, consideration is to be given to extending the mandatory PCR test to all arriving passengers 

into the State. In this respect, the ECDC/EASA guidance on international travel, has been cited as a 

significant consideration to inform future policy.  The concerns of the NPHET on that report have been 

set out in recent NPHET letters.  
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Appendix 1: Actions taken by EU /EEA countries in response to UK COVID-19 variant since 

20 Dec 

Country  Restriction measures / other modes of transport 
 

Bulgaria 
 

Travel allowed - but only allows Bulgarian citizens and permanent residents to enter 
the country. The ban is currently expected to remain in place until 31 January. 
 

The 
Netherlands 

All air travel banned from the UK on 20 Dec with the exception of cargo.  
From 1 Jan 2021, non-EU/EEA nationals and nationals of non-Schengen states, 
including UK nationals, will not be permitted entry to the Netherlands for non-essential 
purposes due to EU-wide COVID-19 restrictions. 
UK variant: A case with this variant was confirmed in early December and is being 
investigated. 
 

Belgium A ban on passenger travel (rail, air and sea) from the United Kingdom to Belgium was 
introduced from 20 – 22 Dec.  From 23 to 31 December, only Belgians citizens and 
residents were allowed to enter.  
From 01 January 2021 only essential travel from UK and arrivals must submit a negative 
PCR test (48 hours before arrival) and quarantine as a red zone.  
UK variant: reported that ‘In Belgium, the variant has been discovered a total of four 
times since the end of November’ according to Belgian health officials. 
 

Italy Flight ban from UK and ban on passengers that have been in the UK in past 14 days 
(prior to 20 December).  
From 7 to 15 January travellers that have already arrived from UK must report to be 
tested and present a negative test from 48h before departure.  
UK variant: A couple arriving to Rome by air tested positive for the variant and were 
quarantined. 
 

Germany No carriers can transport travellers directly from the UK (or South Africa) to Germany 
by rail, bus, ship or air, as of 22 Dec – 06 Jan. Ban does not apply to empty transports, 
mail or cargo transports, repatriation flights, ships or crews, medical transports, flights 
for humanitarian purposes.  
All arrivals from 22 December from UK / South Africa must present a negative test 
results to border controls.  
 

Austria  A landing ban is in place for all flights from the UK to Austria until 10 January. 
All travellers arriving in Austria from the UK must quarantine for 10 days upon arrival, 
with possible test at Day 5.  
 

France  Travel banned from UK for 20 Dec – 06 Jan via air, road, sea and rail.  
 

The Czech 
Republic 

From 5 January, entry to the Czech Republic is possible only for certain essential 
reasons and for those with residency or valid long-term visas. A negative RT-PCR or 
antigen test, taken in the UK within the previous 72 hours, is also required for all those 
who have spent more than 12 hours during the previous 14 days in the UK. 

Luxembourg  Suspended flights for 24 hours on 20 Dec. From 1 January 2021 UK nationals will not 
be permitted entry to Luxembourg for non-essential purposes. Airline passengers from 
the UK to be in possession of a negative PCR COVID-19 test result. 
 



 

Croatia  Flights banned from UK for 21-23 Dec. From 1 January 2021 UK nationals travelling to 
Croatia from the UK, or any other non-EU/EEA country, are not permitted to enter the 
country. 
 

Estonia  Flight banned to/from UK from20 - 31 December. From 1 January 2021, travellers from 
the UK are required to provide a negative COVID-19 test undertaken no more than 72 
hours before departure and complete a locator form.  
 

Lithuania  Lithuania lifted the ban on flights from the UK on 1 January 2021. From 5 January, 
arrivals from UK must provide evidence of a negative COVID-19 PCR test result, (48h 
before arrival). Full day isolation is required, regardless of the PCR test result.  
 

Finland Two-week ban on flights until 4 Jan. Entry to Finland is prohibited for non-resident 
foreign nationals, those who can enter must isolate for 10 days.  
 

Cyprus Travellers from UK will require a negative PCR test on arrival and be transferred to 
hotels for self-isolation for 7 days. They will be tested on day 7 and if negative may 
self-isolate at home for further 3 days. No symptoms then are released.  
UK variant: 12 cases of the new coronavirus variant in people who recently travelled 
from Britain.  
 

Denmark Original 48-hour ban on flights from UK. Up until at least the 17 January those resident 
in the UK will not be able to enter Denmark, with a few exceptions. 
UK variant – high rate of UK variant cases due to high rate of sequencing.  
 

Romania  From 1 January 2021, UK nationals and non-EU/EEA nationals resident in the UK are 
not permitted to enter Romania for non-essential purposes. From 4 January all arrivals 
from UK must show a negative Covid test on arrival (48h before arrival.  
 

Norway  All direct flights from UK stopped for two days. From 2nd Jan NORWAY is lifting its ban 
on flights from Britain and all travellers entering Norway will have to take a COVID-19 
test upon arrival, or up to 24 hours after. 
 

Poland  Flights from UK to Poland are suspended until at least 13 January. 
 

Malta From 22 December Malta has suspended normal commercial flights from the UK. Only 
MT residents can enter and they are subject to a mandatory quarantine upon arrival 
and arrivals must present a negative PCR test 72 hours before arrival. 
 

Spain  Only Spanish nationals and EU residents will be allowed to enter Spain from22 
December until 19 January 2021 with the exception of Spanish nationals and those 
legally resident.  
 

Switzerland  Flights were suspended and arrivals from UK and South Africa who entered since 
December 14 to go into a ten-day quarantine.  
  

 

  



 

Appendix 2 

Third 
Countries 

Restriction measures / emergence of UK variant 
 

Hong Kong People arriving from Britain before Dec. 22 would have to quarantine for three weeks 
instead of two. 
 

Argentina  Flight ban from UK introduced from 22 December  
 

Chile  No direct flights from UK and foreigners without residence in Chile from 22 Dec that 
have been in UK in past two weeks not allowed enter.  
 

Colombia  Passengers who have arrived in the past eight days must be quarantined from 21 
December.  
 

Panama At midnight will deny entry to travellers who have been to the United Kingdom or 
South Africa in the last 20 days from 21 December.  
 

Guatemala Restrict entry beginning on Wednesday to travellers who have recently visited Britain 
or South Africa from 23 December.  

Israel Approved new measures barring entry to Israel for all foreign citizens arriving from 
the UK, Denmark and South Africa. 
 

USA The U.S. government may expand coronavirus testing requirements for international 
air travellers beyond Britain as early as next week.  
 

Brazil  Brazil as confirmed its first two cases of the new British coronavirus variant.  
 

Turkey Identified 15 people who carry a highly contagious UK variant. The strain was not 
identified in passengers from elsewhere. 
 

Vietnam Detected its first imported case of the new coronavirus variant that is spreading 
rapidly around Britain on Sat 2 Jan.  
 

Saudi Arabia Entry to the kingdom by sea land and air will be resumed after a ban that lasted two 
weeks.  
 

The 
Philippines  

A province of islands in the southern Philippines will seal itself off for an initial two 
weeks from Monday to keep out a new COVID-19 variant found in nearby Malaysia.  
 

 

 


