British travellers face longer waits despite government claims over new EU e-gates
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British travellers heading to Europe now find themselves at the centre of a narrative promoted by government officials that asserts their travel experience has significantly improved since the UK’s exit from the European Union. This narrative is largely hinged on the introduction of e-gates at various airports, which are heralded as a technological leap forward that promises to streamline the border crossing process for British citizens. However, the actual experience many holidaymakers have reported suggests a more complex reality.
Since the 2016 Brexit referendum, the UK has effectively transitioned to the status of a “third-country national,” a classification that changes the nature of travel for its citizens within the EU. E-gates are efficient at processing traveller identities by comparing facial recognition data against the information stored in their passports, thereby expediting border checks. Yet the introduction of these systems for British citizens carries both advantages and notable drawbacks, particularly in light of the recent challenges faced during peak travel seasons.
Recent reports have highlighted chaotic scenes at airports, with some families enduring waits of over two hours to clear customs at popular destinations like Tenerife and Faro. This frustration stems partly from the need for British passports to be both stamped upon entry and verified by human border staff, necessitating an extra layer of checks that significantly prolongs the process. In fact, the operational mechanics require that, even with e-gate access, families travelling with children cannot use these gates, and all British passports must ultimately go through a physical check with a border guard.
Government statements have touted the implementation of e-gates in Faro as a boon for approximately 10 million British visitors annually; yet, this figure has been contested. Critiques indicate that this number is inflated, with more realistic estimates suggesting around 2.5 million UK citizens visit Portugal each year, amounting to about 5 million total border crossings when considering arrivals and departures. Political leaders, including Prime Minister Rishi Sunak, are keen to tout these advancements, yet skeptics argue that the UK’s role in the development of e-gates has been overstated. As reported, EU officials assert that no legal barriers were previously in place for the UK’s integration into this e-gate scheme.
Furthermore, the broader context reveals that the advent of e-gates is part of a wider EU initiative known as the Entry/Exit System (EES), set to launch in October 2025. This system, which will include biometric checks, promises to streamline border crossings for all non-EU citizens, including Britons. However, successful adoption hinges significantly on each EU member state's individual implementation, and thus far there have been no guarantees regarding the efficiency or speed of border processes.
In tandem to the introduction of e-gates, the UK government is preparing for the new EES with a financial commitment of £10.5 million to modernise its ports and facilities, aiming to enhance the travel experience for British citizens. This funding focuses on necessary technology upgrades and staff training to facilitate smoother entry into EU nations. 
Notably, the travel relationship is reciprocal; with new rules requiring Europeans to apply for an Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA) to enter the UK from April 2025, underscoring the ongoing adjustments both sides are making post-Brexit. The government hopes that improved relations with EU counterparts will enable further concessions, yet the real question remains whether improvements will actually materialise at the airports during busy holiday seasons.
As the travel industry braces for the summer crowds, it remains unclear whether e-gates alone will ease the burden on British holidaymakers. With criticism from both sides of the Channel over the practical implications of these changes, it appears there is still much to address in the ongoing evolution of cross-border travel for UK citizens in a post-Brexit world.
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