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The UK’s decision to leave the European
Union has led to insecurity and relocation
considerations in the corporate world. It
is widely anticipated that companies that
generate their revenue mainly within the
European Union will consider relocating their business
operations. Established locations such as Amsterdam,
Dublin, Frankfurt and Paris have come forward with offers
to London’s financial players, and a number of countries
in Central and Eastern Europe are hoping for service
components e.g. in the commercial sector to be migrated.
At the same time, there is one city that continues to
emerge in this locational competition: a city that stands
out for its long-established economic relations with the
UK like no other city – Hamburg.
It is often said that Hamburg is the most Anglophile
city in Germany, and business relations between
Hamburg and Britain boast a particularly long tradition.
Hamburg values its century-long friendship with the
United Kingdom and regrets the UK’s decision to leave
the European Union. In the eyes of Hamburg, it is vital
to ensure the UK’s greatest possible integration into the
European single market also in future.
CEO Insight spoke to Rolf Strittmatter, managing
director of the HWF Hamburg Business Development
Corporation, about the UK leaving the European Union
and Hamburg’s position in this context.

Hamburg and the UK are linked by a long tradition and
Hamburg’s residents are known to be true Anglophiles.
The UK’s decision to leave the European Union must
have been particularly upsetting to Hamburg.
We deeply regret the decision, and yet we have to make
the best out of it. Trade relations date back several
centuries, i.e. long before the European Union was
established. The UK only joined the EEC in 1973, which
was highly disputed at the time. Today, hardly anyone
seems to remember that an earlier attempt to join had
failed due to the French veto in 1963. There have also
been several referendums, with different outcomes. Which
goes to show that trade relations between Hamburg and
the United Kingdom are functional with or without the EU.
But of course it would be better with the EU.
In what areas do you expect trade relations to become
more difficult to maintain?
At this stage the conditions of Brexit are of course unclear.
That aside, take Airbus – a European flagship project
various countries are involved in. Airbus has invested
in the UK for more than 20 years. In the civil division,
all wings come from either Broughton (Wales) or Filton
in the north of Bristol, and are assembled in Hamburg
and other locations. Future custom barriers might slow
down and increase the price of production processes.
However, as a Boeing competitor, Airbus has to keep

an eye on cost. Airbus employs 15,000 people in Britain.
Together with some 4,000 suppliers, there are nearly
100,000 Britons depending on Airbus as an employer.
For all these individuals, Brexit is not making life easier.
In Britain it certainly doesn’t go unnoticed that many
European locations on the continent are hoping to
benefit from Brexit and are competing quite openly
for businesses and jobs. Amsterdam, Berlin, Dublin,
Frankfurt, Luxemburg and Paris are but a few examples
here. Hamburg has remained fairly quiet in comparison.
The fact that we are not shouting loud does not mean we
are less active. Whenever we discuss additional European
activities with Asian and North American companies we
do in fact point out why they are better off not going to
London following Brexit. We have already scheduled our
next trip to Asia, and when talking to businesses with
European headquarters in London we will discuss the
reasons why they might want to opt for Hamburg. And
we are also looking at the European Medicines Agency
(EMA) based in London. That said, it is up to the Federal
Government to decide which German city will enter the
competition. We generally attach great importance to
fair play, and we certainly don’t want to be perceived as
“one of the vultures circling above the City of London”.
The UK and Hamburg are connected in too many ways
for that to happen.

And what are your arguments in promoting Hamburg?
What does Hamburg have that London doesn’t?
Hamburg is experiencing very good times at the moment.
The opening of the Elbphilharmonie Hamburg this January
has created a pioneering spirit and generated incredible
media coverage across the globe. The next large-scale
event will be the launch of the European XFEL – a €1.5
billion science project eleven countries are involved in.
As part of this project, numerous research institutes have
been relocated here. These are attracting scientists from
all over the world, whereas conditions for researchers in
London are becoming more difficult these days. And of
course Hamburg is a cost-effective location: the average
rent for office spaces amounts to €14.50 per square metre
per month, with peak rents at €25.50. This is something
London cannot compete with. And the British lifestyle
can be enjoyed for free in Hamburg too.
In your view, who should shortlist Hamburg for any
upcoming locational decisions?
The people of Hamburg are known for their realistic
worldview. We are not a financial hub like Frankfurt but
in niche markets we do have the potential of serving
as an alternative to the City of London. As a shipping
location we certainly have more to offer than London.
We can provide businesses from Asia and North America
with direct access to the European single market. For
research-intensive businesses we also have a lot to offer,
and only recently we assisted a British pharmaceutical
company in setting up a branch in Hamburg – there were
pre-existing scientific collaborations in the region, and the
company managed to secure investors here. And gaining
approval for a drug within the EU obviously opens up a
bigger market than gaining approval in Britain.
Thank you for your time, Mr Strittmatter. l
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MILESTONES

• In 1350, the brotherhood “Right Worshipful Company
of Merchant Adventurers of England” was founded in
Hamburg. At the same time, the Steelyard was estalished
as an important trading centre
l
for Hamburg merchants
in London. The Hamburg Senate offered accommodation

A Long
Tradition

to British merchants in its guesthouse, and seats were
permanently reserved for Hamburg merchants at the
London Stock Exchange.
• The British Consulate General opened in Hamburg in
1632. In 2006, it was replaced by an Honorary Consulate.
• In 1843, the Hamburg Senate commissioned the British
engineer William Lindley with the construction of
Hamburg’s first sewage system.
• Many of Hamburg’s parks were modelled on England’s

As early as 1266, merchants of the Hanseatic League met
at the Steelyard trading base in London to do business.
By 1567, the “Right Worshipful Company of Merchant
Adventurers of England” was trading cloth in Hamburg.
In 1926, the British American Tobacco Co (BAT) set up a
branch on the banks of the Elbe River. Today, about 10
percent of Hamburg’s exports go to Britain, with pharmaceutical goods and aircraft products topping the list.
Imports from Britain mainly include crude oil and natural
gas as well as petroleum products. Great Britain is a
perfect market for German goods as it also provides
German companies with access to other Commonwealth
markets.
World meets business at the waterfront
Located between the North Sea and the Baltic Sea,
with the Elbe River as its lifeline and the city-state of
Hamburg as its heart, the Hamburg Metropolitan Region
(HMR) is one of the most competitive regions in Germany
and Europe. The region is highly attractive for international and national companies as it combines economic
momentum with a high quality of life. Export-oriented
businesses benefit from the broad range of services
available in the port of Hamburg.
Ever since Hamburg’s port was established more than
1,000 years ago, cosmopolitanism, open-mindedness
and hospitality have been continuously nourished in
Hamburg. When this emerging commercial centre joined
the Hanseatic League of merchants in the 14th century,
Hamburg became the economic centre of the North Sea
and Baltic Sea region. Hamburg swiftly turned into a true
global player and cosmopolitan city.
Since then, Hamburg, the “gateway to the world”,
has made it a point to keep its gates open – in both
directions. Today, Hamburg is one of the most dynamic
cities within the European Union and continues to attract
companies, institutions and professionals from around
the world. Some 250,000 citizens from 185 nations have
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garden architecture.

made Hamburg their new home and currently work on
the banks of the Alster Lake and the Elbe River. More
than 100 consular missions represent their interests in
Hamburg.
With more than 550 businesses from China, 100 from
Japan, and 50 from Taiwan, Hamburg is also Germany’s
major location for Asia-related expertise. What is more,
numerous companies from Central and Eastern Europe,
Scandinavia, the UK and the United States coordinate
their activities for the German, Austrian and Swiss markets
and Northern European markets from Hamburg.

AT A GLANCE

• Around 4,000 British citizens live in Hamburg
• Around 1,000 Hamburg companies maintain business
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HAMBURG ON TOUR IN LONDON

relations with the UK
• Around 200 Hamburg companies
l
have a branch in

On 20 and 21 October, London will have the opportunity to

take a guided Beatles tour through the St Pauli off-scene

immerse itself in the spirit of Hamburg. So what is it like to

district and catch a glance of the Elbphilharmonie – Ham-

live in Hamburg? What cultural highlights does it have to offer,

burg’s new landmark that was opened in January 2017. With

billion to Great Britain, while imports from Great Britain

and what are the region’s l
music festivals like? All of this will

its excellent choice of festivals, Hamburg has something to

totalled €3.7 billion. The total trading volume amounted

be revealed during the “Hamburg on Tour” event.

offer for every music lover.

the UK
• In 2015, Hamburg exported goods to the tune of €5.6

to €9.3 billion
• The UK is Hamburg’s fourth most important economic
partner

The Boiler House in the Brick Lane neighbourhood will
be transformed into a miniature version of vibrant Hamburg.

Let’s keep in touch: www.london.hamburgontour.com

Visitors will be able to enjoy live music, great food and drinks,

or www.facebook.com/hamburgontour #hamburgontour

rolf.strittmatter@hwf-hamburg.de

Christoph Lampert
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