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Britain is driving away international sports stars and missing opportunities to host lucrative 
sporting events because of a tax practice that nets the exchequer a paltry £7m a year, a 
consortium of sports bodies has warned the government.  

The Inland Revenue’s approach to taxing the money foreign athletes earn from endorsements 
has come under fire in recent weeks after the sprinter Usain Bolt said he would not be 
participating in the Aviva London Grand Prix, an athletics competition to be held at Crystal 
Palace next weekend. 

Bolt, who holds the world records for the 100m and 200m events, would have had to forfeit 
more money to the Revenue for the few days he spent in London than he could have earned in 
prize winnings at the tournament. 

In a report seen by the Financial Times submitted to Hugh Robertson, the minister for sport 
and the Olympics, the advisory company RSM Tenon has calculated the approximate income 
tax collected on the endorsement income of individuals such as Bolt. It calculates that the 
measure raises only £7m a year.  

Last year, Mr Robertson – then in opposition – asked the Treasury for the figure and was told 
it was not calculable.  

But RSM, on behalf of seven organisations, including the PGA European Tour, the England and 
Wales Cricket Board and the Vir-gin London Marathon, arrived at its estimate by looking at tax 
on its clients’ endorsement incomes and extrapolating from there.  

It argues that the £7m would easily be offset by the positive economic impact of hosting 
sporting events. One estimate of the benefit of the Ryder Cup to the wider economy in Wales, 
for example, puts the figure as high as £96m. 

Mr Robertson has agreed to meet RSM and sport groups this month to discuss the tax rule. A 
spokesman from the Department for Culture, Media and Sport said on Thursday: “The minister 
is happy to discuss this issue with sport, but tax rules are a matter for the Treasury.”  

The Treasury noted that the UK approach was similar to that of a number of other countries, 
including the US and New Zealand. 

The law was introduced in 1986 but has drawn fire from athletes only since 1999, when the 
Revenue made two changes to the way it interpreted the legislation. It now considers all 
endorsement income rather than the portion deemed to have arisen directly from an athlete’s 
performance. In estimating how much of that income was earned in the UK, it focuses on the 
number of days the athlete performed in the UK as a proportion of the number of days he or 
she did so elsewhere – rather than as a proportion of total days in the average athlete’s 
working year, including time spent in training. 

That means, for example, that a professional marathon runner who lived and trained in the US 
and competed in the New York and London marathons would owe tax in the UK on half their 
endorsement income. 

Andre Agassi, the tennis player, was the first sports star to challenge the Revenue’s position 
but his case was defeated in the House of Lords in 2006.  



The government has granted an exception to the law for athletes competing in the 2012 
London Olympics. An exemption has also been given to footballers playing Champions League 
games in the UK – although the levy has not generally been applied to team sports. 

Pete Hackleton, co-author of the RSM report, said: “Exemptions have only been given to the 
highest profile events, whereas in many ways it’s the lesser events held in the UK that would 
benefit most from exemptions.” 
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