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We welcome the Committee’s inquiry and are pleased to submit our comprehensive evidence. The tourism sector contributes £147 billion to UK GDP (5% of the national economy), supports 2.4 million jobs, which equates to 1 in 15 across the UK. The visitor economy generates £52 billion in tax revenues annually, a sum equivalent to more than half the wages bill of the NHS in England. Tourism deserves to be treated as a major economic infrastructure sector.
Pubs play a central role in the UK’s visitor economy, offering both hospitality and accommodation at scale. Across the country, pubs provide around 45,500 rooms for overnight accommodation, which on average equates to one room per pub. Each of these rooms generates roughly £22,000 a year in revenue. Pubs serve as a major draw for international visitors as 63.6% of tourists coming to the UK intend to visit a pub, placing pubs second only to restaurants and far ahead of theatres or galleries, and visitors who go to pubs consistently spend more money during their stay than those who do not. Pubs are widely viewed as an authentic part of the local experience, with 39% of consumers saying they offer a more genuine sense of place than other accommodation types. Among those who choose to stay in pub accommodation, their key motivations include a friendlier atmosphere, traditional or historic character and a more relaxed environment. 
Overall, half of consumers consider pubs to be very important to domestic tourism, and fewer than 5% regard them as unimportant, underscoring their value to the wider visitor economy. 

The BBPA is calling for:
1. A reduction on accommodation and hospitality VAT to 10%, aligning with the EU average.
2. Scrap plans for the overnight visitor levy for England.
3. Reform long-term Government funding for VisitBritain, VisitEngland and its Local Visitor Economy Partner delivery network.
4. Publish the National Visitor Economy Strategy without further delay.



Questions:
1) How effective are government policies in supporting the growth, competitiveness and long-term resilience of the tourism sector?
i. What are the main barriers to international competitiveness? How effectively does the UK promote itself overseas as a destination and what more could be done to strengthen its international profile?
The UK is an increasingly uncompetitive international destination when compared with neighbouring European countries. This is due to a number of reasons, which when taken as a whole place Britain behind countries such as France, Italy, and Spain in competitiveness. With the proposed overnight visitor levy in England, and levies already scheduled to commence in Scotland and Wales, the long-term resilience and outlook of the tourism sector is thrown into question.
According to VisitBritain, British travellers took over 89 million overnight trips in 2024 and stayed for total of 255 million nights. Based on those figures, UKHospitality estimates that a 5% visitor levy would cost British travellers £518 million in additional tax fuelling inflation in the middle of a cost-of-living crisis. Post-Brexit and with cost of living pressures, British tourists are increasingly looking to vacation in the UK. An overnight visitor levy would deter this growing trend which would in turn be detrimental to many rural and seaside communities in which tourism plays a central economic role.
Overnight visitor levies will most likely be charged to consumers on top of the price of accommodation, like VAT. The combination of 20% VAT, and a 5% visitor levy, plus the VAT charged on the tax itself, would create an effective 27% VAT rate for consumers on their stays, making it the highest in Europe. 
The table below demonstrates the estimated cost per pub room if the overnight visitor levy is set at 5% and widely implemented across the country. It shows that a levy will cost over £1K per pub room and add nearly £40 million in costs in England alone. This cost will add to inflationary and cost-of-living pressures.
	   Cost per pub room at 5% overnight visitor levy

	Rooms
	England rooms
	income per room
	England income from rooms
	5% Levy

	44,500
	35,600
	£22,000
	£783,200,000
	£39,160,000

	 
	 
	 
	 
	£1,100



While similar visitor levies exist in European countries, their VAT rates on food drink and accommodation are lower. The UK meanwhile has a flat rate of VAT for accommodation, hospitality, food, and drink. BBPA statistics show that while Spain’s standard VAT rate is slightly higher than Britain’s at 21%, they have a reduced 10% VAT rate for hotels, hospitality food and drink. France similarly has a 10% VAT rate for hotels and restaurants.  Germany’s VAT rate for accommodation is even lower at 7%. In fact, the with the sole exception of Denmark, the UK has the highest accommodation VAT rate in Europe and is consistently one of the highest for food and drink in hospitality venues.
Then there is the additional cost of tourism visas. The Visa, Air Passenger Duty, and Electronic Travel Authorisation costs make the UK a considerably more expensive destination. The UK Standard Visa charge is set at £135 and grants access solely to the UK for 6 months. In comparison, the standard Schengen visa fee for adults is €90 (roughly £78 at time of writing) which grants access to 29 countries. For international tourists outside of Europe deciding between destinations, these via costs make the UK is a far less attractive proposition when compared to Schengen countries. 
Not all are required to pay the costly Standard Visa. Many EU citizens visiting the UK for up to six months must instead pay for an Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA) which costs £10. While this is not as steep a cost, it does create extra administrative hurdles to guarantee all have paid and can cause queues at airports. Costs can add up for larger families, potentially deterring many “city break” style trips typically over a long weekend. The ETA also places more administrative burden on travel agencies.
Tax-free shopping was removed for international visitors in January 2021. This served as a significant incentive for high-spending international tourists and placed the UK at a direct competitive disadvantage to France, Italy, Spain, Germany and every other major European destination where tax-free shopping remains available.
To strengthen the UK’s international tourism appeal, the cost of tourism visas should be lowered or removed altogether, tax-free shopping reinstated for international visitors, the overnight visitor levy scrapped, and VAT rate for accommodation, food, and drink in hospitality venues reduced to similar levels of other European countries at 10%.

ii. How does the UK’s recent tourism performance (including visitor numbers, length of stay and visitor spend) compare with other major European tourism destinations?
Real terms spend per visit has not recovered to 2019 levels. According to the Tourism Alliance, the UK is seeing slower growth in inbound arrivals than Western Europe overall. The gap is explained by the structural cost and access barriers described in our answer to the previous question. Domestic overnight tourism saw a drop in 2025 reflecting the affordability of domestic travel.

iii. What factors explain any divergence in growth trends between the UK and European countries?
As already noted in our response to question 1i. the high flat rate of VAT at 20% compared to the European average of 9%, the high cost of visas and proposed overnight visitor levy, combine to provide a considerable cost barrier allowing only the most wealthy visitors to choose Britain as a tourist destination compared to other European countries.
VisitBritain's marketing budget is modest in comparison to equivalent organisation in European countries. VisitBritain offers excellent value for money, as in 2024-25 alone they generated £562 million in additional visitor spending. This was estimated at around £20 for every £1 of government investment. Increased funding to VisitBritain would help to narrow the gap with European countries, some of which receive double the UK’s investment.

iv. What are the specific drivers of international tourism to the UK, what is the economic value of each of those drivers and how can their value be increased?
Pubs, and hospitality more broadly, constitute a central part of the UK’s tourism offering. One of the key factors in visitors’ selection of a destination is the  hospitality offering. In fact, nearly two-thirds (63.6%) of tourists coming to the UK intend to visit a pub. This is second only to restaurants and far ahead of theatres or art galleries. Visitors who include a trip to a pub typically spend more money whilst in the UK than those who don’t visit a pub. This is especially important for rural and coastal communities. By supporting pubs through permanent business rates reform, lower VAT rates, and scrapping the proposed overnight visitor levies in England and Wales, more pubs will stay open and bolster the UK’s tourism offer.

v. What are the arguments for and against the proposal to give mayoral strategic authorities the power to introduce an overnight visitor levy? If a levy is introduced, how should it best be spent to attract tourism and investment?
The BBPA does not support granting Mayors, or any other tier of local government, the power to introduce an overnight visitor levy in England. As mentioned in our previous responses, visitor accommodation in the UK is already subject to the full standard VAT rate of 20%, with no permanent reduced rate available, placing it at a disadvantage compared with many competitor destinations where accommodation is taxed more lightly. Adding a further levy would undermine price competitiveness, depress visitor spending, and increase the likelihood that customers switch to overseas destinations or opt for day trips instead of overnight stays. For domestic tourists grappling with a cost-of-living crisis who are already reducing their overnight stays, this will further damage the local tourism sector.
From what has been indicated about the English overnight visitor levy, it is clear that it will differ to levies in other European areas by being non-specific in its target.  Similar levies are typically applied for defined reasons such as curbing over-tourism at specific destinations or to fund specific infrastructure which is being degraded from mass tourism. A country-wide levy with no such defined purpose is simply another tax. 
If such a levy is to be implemented in England then the BBPA is calling for a ring-fenced levy which directly supports local tourism promotion and infrastructure. This would require measurable targets for arrivals, spend and employment. Independent oversight would also be required to guarantee that absorption of the levy monies into local government’s general budgets does not occur. Even if all this is implemented, VAT reform would still be required to at least begin to justify a levy’s introduction.

2) How effectively do government structures and working arrangements support the tourism sector?
i. How well do VisitBritain/VisitEngland and Destination Management Organisations support the sector? How well do they compare to equivalent bodies in other countries?
VisitBritain’s funding has not matched inflation growth and, as stated previously, pales in comparison to budgets of other European countries. Chronic underfunding limits the ability of VisitBritain to perform key tasks and reach the Government’s commitment of 50 million annual inbound visitors by 2030. 
ii. How effectively do the UK and devolved Governments work together to promote tourism and support the sector?
n/a
3) What opportunities exist to increase inward investment into tourism infrastructure and what changes may be needed to encourage it?
i. Which areas have seen the biggest growth in inbound tourism and why?
n/a
ii. How can investment be unlocked in all parts of the country?
Pubs can be found in every area of the UK, and therefore they should be recognised as a national asset that can drive tourism in all parts of the country, not just the traditional “honeypot” destinations. Pubs can provide overnight accommodation for tourists, plus food and drink. They also are a key representation of quintessential British culture and can therefore be an important driver for tourist visits. 
However, business rates remain a major disincentive for tourism businesses investing in premises and the business rates system requires permanent reform to address this. 
By addressing the underfunding of VisitBritain discussed elsewhere in this response more advertising could go towards promoting rural and coastal areas.

4) How well is the visitor economy recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic and what challenges continue to affect business and destinations?
As noted above, British pubs are a key element of the UK’s visitor economy, and therefore it is important to ensure the pub and brewing sector is supported and its value recognised.
A VAT rate of 20% on accommodation is a challenge that continues to affect hospitality businesses. This was demonstrated during the pandemic, when temporarily reduced VAT rates of 5% and later 12.5% coincided with a clear uplift in demand for the domestic visitor economy.
Other challenges faced by our sector include:
· Packaging reforms, which are creating substantial new costs, with Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) costs placing an annual burden of £124 million on brewers for glass beer bottles alone. 
· Pubs face an unfair £50 million EPR charge because drinks sold into the on trade are charged as if they enter household waste streams even though pubs already pay for commercial waste collection. 
· The launch of the Deposit Return Scheme, which will involve having to pay a producer fee on canned and PET products. In addition, divergent approaches across the UK risk extra complexity and costs for brewers and pubs, including duplicated infrastructure and administration, logistical challenges for cross border trade, and consumer confusion.
· Business rates remain disproportionately burdensome on pubs. From the most recent ONS data, Pubs and bars accounted for 0.4% of total UK turnover yet they paid 2.1% of the total Business Rates bill. On this basis, If the pub sector were paying at the average Business Rates to Turnover ratio, the bill would be £130 million instead of £637 million, meaning pubs across the country are overpaying by c.£500 million. Recent additional Government support by way of the 15% pub-specific relief has been critical but this remains temporary and a long-term solution is required.
· Energy costs remain a structural challenge, driven by non-commodity charges outside business control compounded by grid and infrastructure constraints, and exposure to global price shocks. Between 2019 and 2025 utility costs have approximately doubled, increasing for pubs by 86% from £21,000 to £40,000. This has far outstripped turnover increases. Businesses lack the protections afforded to domestic consumers. This underlines the need for Government to act to protect British businesses from external energy shocks. 
· Ongoing uncertainty created by the Employment Rights Act and increasing wages. The Act is adding costs and administrative burdens which risk limiting the flexibility pubs need especially around guaranteed hours and shift notice proposals and layering new costs onto businesses that are already struggling.

5) How effectively is the domestic tourism sector functioning across the UK and what factors are shaping current levels of demand and recovery?
i. To what extent have rising operational and workforce costs affected the affordability and viability of domestic trips for both operators and consumers?
As noted above, the sector is facing a range of increased operatioal costs and has experienced significant increases in workforce costs (through National Minimum Wage increases and Employer NICs). These cost pressures in turn lead to reduced profit margins as costs simply cannot be passed onto consumers in their entirety. This causes a reduction in footfall for pubs as the cost of the offering (accommodation, food, drink) becomes less appealing to tourists and other customers. It also creates a reduction in viability for many pubs. Many increasingly cannot make a reasonable profit that allows them to continue operating sustainably.
ii. What targeted interventions could support domestic tourism businesses to stimulate demand and strengthen year-round visitor numbers?
As stated in our response to question 4 and throughout, the primary ask for domestic tourism is a permanent VAT reduction on hospitality, food and drink to 10% to align with the EU average. 
In addition to VAT, permanently lower, fairer share of the business rates burden that also recognises the social and community value of pubs. This would allow for investment to flow back into pubs and help slow down closure rates.

6) How can tourism better support regional growth, community prosperity and wider Government objectives?
i. What barriers prevent regions from capitalising fully on tourism demand and what opportunities remain overlooked?
The pub sector is a national asset that is represented in all areas of the UK, and for many tourists is the classic definition of British culture. It should therefore feature strongly in the UK’s strategies and campaigns to attract tourists. We believe that by not utilising and highlighting this existing asset, an easy opportunity is being missed to appeal to tourists and in turn draw them into regions, towns and cities across the nation away from traditional tourism hubs.
ii. Are transport links, digital connectivity and cultural infrastructure adequate to support regional tourism growth?
Expensive and unreliable transport prevents domestic and international visitors from conveniently accessing regional destinations. The Government's rail fare freeze and the development of Great British Railways is a welcome step, however, more can be done by considering the tourism industry within transport strategies, especially concerning rural and coastal routes, which serve some of the most tourism-dependent communities in the country.
iii. What are the particular opportunities and challenges for tourism in: a) coastal areas, and b) rural areas
The pub and brewing sector supports over 300,000 jobs in rural constituencies across the UK. Nearly half of the UK’s breweries and 40% of pubs are to be found outside of cities and towns. These pubs are key to the communities they serve, providing not only food and drink but accommodation and even act as historical or cultural attractions in their own right. As such they are indispensable in drawing income into their regions, towns and villages through tourism. Tourist expenditure benefits not only the pubs being visited but the neighbouring businesses too. Rural pubs and breweries support 339,305 jobs from grain to glass, and provide great career opportunities and flexible working in all parts of the UK.
· Nearly 40% of the UK’s 45,345 pubs and 48% of the 1,885 breweries are located in rural constituencies, underpinning local economies and communities as well as being a major tourism asset. 
· They contribute £10.9 billion to the economy and generate £7 billion in tax. The growth of rural constituencies underpins the UK’s economic growth.
· Rural pubs and breweries generate £5.2 billion in wages, vital towards sustaining rural communities at a time of increasing concern regarding rural poverty 
Rural and coastal communities are heavily dependent on domestic tourism and as such as disproportionately affected by any decline in overnight stays. These communities suffer from poor connectivity, but also from high seasonality and ageing infrastructure. Planning constraints are also a significant burden on the pub sector as the buildings tend to be historic. 

7) How can the Government and tourism sector maximise the potential of cultural heritage and creative assets to attract visitors?
As noted in our previous answers, we believe that the UK’s pub sector is a significant cultural asset that is being underutilised in both the campaigns designed to attract tourists and as destinations (for accommodation, food & drink, history etc) that would help to spread the tourist economy to under-visited regions.

8) What are the key issues facing the tourism workforce?
i. How have immigration and employment policies and legislation affected the tourism sector?
The hospitality and tourism sector is the UK's largest employer of part-time, seasonal and entry-level workers. The sector is built on a diverse and flexible workforce. The end of free movement from the EU created acute labour shortages from which the sector has never fully recovered. The points-based immigration system remains poorly suited to a sector which relies heavily on seasonal demand. This category of work features salaries that do not meet the thresholds for the immigration systems. The changes being introduced by the Employment Rights Act are adding further additional cost and administration burdens to businesses. Changes to the freedom of movement for European workers, and failure to expand the Youth Mobility Scheme have been factors that have seen a general decline in non-UK workers within the sector. This has had an impact on the number of workers within the sector that have the range of language skills to welcome and service non-English speaking tourists, thereby undermining the attractiveness of the UK as a destination more broadly.
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