Written evidence submitted by Islington Council

Islington is a vibrant and diverse borough with a sizeable, and still growing, tourism economy attracting visitors from both within the UK and from abroad. The borough supports several thousand hotel bedspaces, and data from the GLA shows a substantial concentration of hotel rooms relative to borough size.
From an Islington perspective, tourism and the wider visitor economy should be understood not as a standalone sector, but as part of London’s broader ‘experience economy’, encompassing culture, hospitality, and retail. This is reflected in the London Growth Plan, which identifies the experience economy as central to London’s global competitiveness and its ability to attract visitors, talent and investment.  Locally, Islington is developing an Inclusive Growth Plan and investment prospectus that recognise the critical role of these sectors in sustaining high streets, supporting small businesses and providing accessible employment. However, their long-term growth is constrained by structural pressures including high property costs (including business rates), workforce shortages and costs, and fragmented skills pathways. National policy can play an important enabling role by supporting place‑based investment, addressing cost pressures for hospitality and cultural businesses, and strengthening alignment between tourism, skills and economic development policy. Without this, there is a risk that the very assets that make London globally competitive as a visitor destination are gradually eroded at the local level.

While financially beneficial to the area, increased numbers of overnight visitors drive up spend on statutory services through a higher footfall. 
An overnight accommodation levy set at 3% would be highly beneficial to the borough's already strained finances. The below submission to your Select Committee's inquiry will therefore focus on the questions around the introduction of such a levy, supporting the asks already made through Islington Council’s submission to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government’s consultation into the introduction of such a levy. It will also address challenges facing the tourism workforce, and investment.

Question 1(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?
A growing tourism economy is highly beneficial for Islington’s economy, bringing increased footfall and revenue for local businesses. Islington has made interventions to cultivate the visitor economy, providing funding for cultural assets to attract visitors. Since April 2022, Islington Council has invested £481,000 into community projects and cultural events using revenue generated through the Community Infrastructure Levy and recently provided £600,000 into the Quentin Blake Centre for Illustration, the first permanent home for illustration which will open this month.
Tourism is clearly highly beneficial for the local economy, but it also represents a challenge to council finances, creating increased demand for statutory services including waste collection, community safety and parks management. These services are vital for residents, but also make the borough a more clean, safe and attractive destination for tourists to visit.
The introduction of an overnight accommodation levy represents an important opportunity to bring additional revenue to the borough. A percentage rate system at the recommended level of 3% could generate £10million a year. Islington Council is supporting London Councils’ ask for boroughs to retain at least 50% of this revenue. This would equate to around £5million additional revenue for the borough. To put this amount into context, Islington currently spends around £3.6million per year on grounds maintenance to ensure parks remain appealing and enjoyable to residents and visitors, one of the services with elevated demand through visitor numbers.
This income would be spent on maintaining services with increased demand due to the visitor economy, as well as being reinvested in local cultural and business assets that benefit both visitors and residents. 
Islington Council is advocating a slightly higher percentage rate to be charged on short term lets, such as Airbnbs, which, as opposed to hotels and traditional B&Bs, do not contribute to the local economy through lower business rates. Islington Council is deeply concerned with the relationship between the increased number of short-term lets appearing in the borough, and the shortage of affordable homes. This is exerting increased pressure on already volatile housing markets which directly contributes to an increasing bill on temporary accommodation. Operators of short term lets are also frequently touting the 90-day limit for overnight stays, and listing second homes as short term lets to avoid higher council tax on second properties. 
Increased revenue through the levy could be spent on enforcement. Officers have recently identified cases of tenancy fraud whereby council homes have been advertised on Airbnb for around £2,000 a week. This would directly contribute not just to tackling the crisis in availability of council homes for residents, but equally to stabilising unsustainable increases to private rents. 
While the benefits of the levy in terms of increased revenue for local authorities are promising, mitigations are necessary to ensure that vulnerable communities are not unfairly targeted. This includes ensuring exemptions are in place for Islington’s Gypsy and Traveller communities, disabled people who may require additional space while staying in overnight accommodation, as well as families and individuals living in temporary accommodation.
Local authorities have a deep knowledge of local economies and ecosystems, and hold close relationships with businesses and local stakeholders. If boroughs are permitted to retain at least 50% of the revenue generated, they will be empowered to utilise this knowledge to make informed decisions on how best this money could be sustainably reinvested to support the tourism economy in a way that benefits residents and businesses. Not allowing boroughs to retain this income risks underutilisation of their expertise and revenue being potentially misspent. It is for this reason also that it is vital boroughs are properly represented in decision making processes and budgeting by the Mayor of London.

Question 3: What opportunities exist to increase inward investment into tourism infrastructure and what changes may be needed to encourage it?
In our draft Islington Inclusive Growth Plan, we have identified a significant opportunity to increase inward investment by developing a coherent, place‑based experience economy corridor, stretching from Emirates Stadium in the north through key cultural and high street destinations to the new London Museum at Smithfield. This corridor brings together major visitor anchors such as the Almeida Theatre and Sadler’s Wells, alongside independent cultural venues, food and drink clusters, and creative industries that collectively shape the visitor/tourism offer, rather than functioning as isolated assets. Unlocking this potential requires changes at a national level: in particular, reform to business rates to support cultural and hospitality uses, and stronger support for place‑based infrastructure such as transport connectivity and public realm improvements. With these enablers in place, areas like Islington can move beyond fragmented development towards joined‑up visitor destinations, attracting sustained private investment and strengthening London’s overall tourism competitiveness. 

Private investment should be underlined by the principle that every development should address shared challenges and secure lasting benefits for neighbouring communities. Understanding local needs and designing commitments that reflect the nature of the community it will serve is vital. Regulatory levers must encourage collaboration and early engagement with Inclusive Economy services who are best placed to advise on this aspect.

Question 7: How can Government and tourism sector maximise the potential of cultural heritage and creative assets to attract visitors?
Islington Council invests revenue generated through the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) partially into developing new cultural and creative assets. It is vital that changes proposed to be implemented by the MHCLG CIL Emergency Measures policy are time limited and that CIL relief is ended at the end of the temporary period. This will mean that local authorities are able to reinvest revenue into cultural assets that both residents and tourists can enjoy, that help make the local area a more vibrant place to live and visit. If decisions are taken which inhibit the long-term collection of CIL, Government should replace this with ringfenced funding streams for the cultural heritage and creative sectors.

Question 8: What are the key issues facing the tourism workforce?
Hospitality sectors are often perceived as “low productivity” but are in fact foundational to London’s labour market and the tourism economy. Productivity improvement in this area depends on greater job quality and pay as well as workforce stability and progression. 
In built up, urban areas such as Islington, the tourism workforce face being priced out of the local area due to instable private renters’ market and the lack of availability in affordable homes. This means they are forced to travel substantial distances to get to work, and ultimately do not retain their local opportunities and employment. In Islington, the benefits of the growing economy, of which tourism is a central element, are unevenly distributed. Islington’s economy is shaped like an hourglass, with many high value professional jobs at the top, many low paid foundational roles at the bottom and too few accessible routes between them. Core growth sectors, like tourism, do not recruit locally at entry level, and residents from under-represented groups face multiple barriers to accessing work and progression. 
In Islington, there is a significant skills shortage in hotels and restaurants. This industry has the highest skills gap density in the area. 
The London Growth Plan recognises the experience economy as essential to London’s global offer but also highlights the need to raise productivity across foundational sectors. Locally, the forthcoming Islington Inclusive Growth Plan therefore focuses on improving job quality, progression and skills pathways in hospitality, culture and retail, alongside supporting business innovation and growth. National policy can play a key role by enabling investment in workforce development, supporting digital adoption and reducing structural cost pressures, helping to move the sector from low productivity to high‑value, high‑experience growth.
 
A key issue facing the tourism workforce is the limited effectiveness of current apprenticeship routes for small and micro‑businesses, which make up the majority of the sector. While the Apprenticeship Levy provides a significant resource, it is often difficult for smaller hospitality and tourism employers to access or utilise it fully, particularly where they lack the capacity to take on apprentices directly or manage the associated administrative and supervisory requirements. This creates a structural gap between available funding and the sector’s ability to develop a skilled workforce. 
 
From an Islington perspective, there is an opportunity to strengthen apprenticeship pathways by enabling more flexible, place‑based delivery models - such as shared or pooled apprenticeships across clusters of small businesses, and greater support for intermediaries to coordinate training on behalf of employers. This would help ensure that levy funding translates into meaningful career routes in hospitality and the visitor economy, supporting both workforce development and productivity growth. This should be aligned with existing DWP programmes such as Sector‑based Work Academy Programmes (SWAPs) and skills bootcamps, creating a clearer pathway from short, employer‑led training into sustained careers and apprenticeships within the tourism and hospitality sector. 
 
Additionally, some of the overnight levy revenue retained at a local council level, could be used to subsidise pastoral support for apprenticeships, as well as subsidising costs for small and micro businesses who facilitate internships in the industry.

