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Introduction

1.1 Chester Zoo is a nationally leading conservation and education charity with a mission to prevent extinction in the UK and around the world. That mission is made possible, in large part, by our position as one of the country’s most significant visitor attractions, with every visit helping to fund conservation, education and scientific research both here and overseas.

1.2 In 2025, we welcomed a record 2.136 million visitors to our 130-acre zoological garden[footnoteRef:2]. This was the busiest year in our history and maintained our position as one of the most visited attractions in the country – and the most visited paid-for attraction outside London.  [2:  Chester Zoo (2026). ‘Chester Zoo sets new all-time visitor record in 2025.’] 


1.3 The same year also saw the opening of two of the largest developments ever delivered in the UK zoo sector. In April, we opened Heart of Africa – a £45 million, 22.5‑acre immersive habitat and one of Europe’s most ambitious zoo expansions[footnoteRef:3]. Home to 57 African species, it is designed to replicate the grasslands of Africa and reflects our conservation work across the continent. [3:  Chester Zoo (2025). ‘Heart of Africa opens at the zoo this weekend.’] 

	
1.4 In August, this was followed by the opening of The Reserve, our luxury safari‑style lodge resort. This marked the first opportunity for visitors to stay overnight at Chester Zoo. The development is expected to attract an additional 35,000 visitors to the North West every year, with guests projected to spend more than £10 million annually. This provides an important long-term income stream for the zoo, with all profits reinvested into conservation projects in places such as Kenya, Uganda and the UK.

1.5 Together, these developments are expected to increase annual visitor numbers to around 2.4 million over the coming years. 

1.6 This growth builds on an already substantial economic contribution. Independent analysis in 2019 found that Chester Zoo generated £83.1 million in Gross Value Added (GVA) for the UK economy each year and supported 1,750 full-time equivalent jobs. Since then, the zoo has continued to grow and invest, meaning this contribution is likely to be even greater today.

1.7 Crucially, this economic activity underpins our conservation mission. Like much of the zoo sector, we operate a conservation‑led, not‑for‑profit model, with every pound reinvested back into our work. This means every ticket purchased helps support 139 international conservation breeding programmes and partnerships across 19 countries, alongside habitat restoration, scientific research and education work in the UK and around the world. 

1.8 This model also gives zoos a unique platform to engage millions of people with nature and climate issues, turning complex environmental challenges into accessible, educational experiences and driving real‑world behaviour change at scale.

1.9 This submission draws on Chester Zoo’s experience as a major visitor attraction and conservation charity to reflect on how effectively Government policy is supporting - and at times limiting - the visitor economy. It highlights the growing pressures facing the sector, from rising costs to gaps in how it is recognised in policy, and explores where there is untapped potential to strengthen financial resilience, boost domestic demand and support regional growth.

Unlocking the sector’s full potential

2.1 Zoos are vital national assets. They drive tourism, support local economies, and play a central role in conservation, education and public engagement with nature. As set out above, most of this work is funded by visitors – through admissions, memberships, fundraising, and on-site secondary spend – with every pound reinvested into our charitable mission. 

2.2 The economic impact of zoos is felt far beyond their gates. Visitors support hotels, restaurants, shops and other local attractions, while major developments create opportunities for local suppliers, contractors and specialist trades. Zoos also provide entry points into a wide range of careers - from animal care and conservation science to visitor engagement, hospitality and specialist technical roles - helping to develop skills at every level of the workforce.

2.3 Despite this economic and charitable contribution, and their important role within local communities, zoos are rarely eligible for wider public funding. As a result, they often fall between the cracks of Government investment programmes.

2.4 For example, in January 2026, DCMS announced a £1.5 billion investment package to support the cultural and heritage sector[footnoteRef:4]. This included funding for arts venues, museums, libraries, and heritage buildings across England, but did not extend to zoos. Similarly, while the Tourism Recovery Plan[footnoteRef:5] set the framework for supporting the visitor economy post-COVID, this did not translate into dedicated or accessible funding for the zoo sector.   [4:  Gov.UK (2026). ‘Press release: Government announces bumper £1.5 billion package to restore national pride.’]  [5:  DCMS (2021). ‘The Tourism Recovery Plan.’] 


2.5 This reflects a broader challenge in how zoos are viewed within Government. While the sector has traditionally been regulated through the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, this no longer fully reflects the wider role zoos play as major visitor attractions, centres of education and science, cultural assets and drivers of regional growth. As a result, zoos do not sit neatly within a single policy area and are often overlooked by broader support schemes.

2.6 This has been particularly evident in relation to energy costs. Zoos are high energy users, with many species requiring carefully controlled environments all year round. These are essential and unavoidable costs. Yet access to wider energy support following the Russian invasion of Ukraine has been limited, leaving many zoos particularly exposed during periods of exceptionally high energy prices. 

2.7 This pressure has been further exacerbated by instability in global energy markets, including recent geopolitical developments in the Middle East. While many organisations, including Chester Zoo, are investing in renewable energy[footnoteRef:6] and efficiency to reduce exposure, there remains a clear need for greater focus on long‑term energy security to protect the sector from future shocks. [6:  Mitsubishi Electric (2025). ‘Mitsubishi Electric x Chester Zoo. Warm collaboration created by heat pump technology.’] 


2.8 These challenges underline the case for greater recognition of zoos within the UK’s visitor economy and growth strategies. With more than 30 million visits annually across the UK, and an estimated combined total economic impact of £658 million,[footnoteRef:7] BIAZA zoos and aquariums make a significant contribution across the country. Recognising this more clearly – including within the forthcoming National Visitor Economy Strategy, which should be published without further delay – would help ensure the sector is better reflected in future policy, funding and investment decisions. [7:  BIAZA (2020). ‘BIAZA reveals the economic impact of member zoo and aquariums.’] 


Lessons from the Covid-19 pandemic

3.1 The challenges outlined above became particularly clear during the COVID‑19 pandemic, when the vulnerability of organisations reliant on visitor income was exposed across the sector.

3.2 Like many visitor attractions, Chester Zoo was forced to close for an extended period despite being a large outdoor site capable of operating safely as restrictions elsewhere were eased. Income fell almost entirely overnight. At the time, 97% of our revenue was generated through visitors, while operating costs exceeded £1.6 million each month to maintain the zoo and care for its animals. The financial impact was therefore immediate and severe.

3.3 Within weeks, the zoo faced a significant financial shortfall and a genuine risk to its long-term future. In response, we launched the “Save Our Zoo” campaign, which mobilised national and international support while also highlighting the importance of the sector and the limitations of existing Government support mechanisms.

3.4 This ultimately led to the introduction of the Government’s Zoo Animals Fund. While welcome, the scheme proved difficult for many organisations to access and limited in scope, with around 85% of the funding left unspent[footnoteRef:8]. Support was only available when zoos were close to closure and focused narrowly on animal welfare. It did not reflect the wider financial reality of remaining closed without income, nor the broader role zoos play as visitor attractions, employers, educators and conservation charities. As a result, many organisations were left to rely on reserves, loans and public donations. [8:  BBC News (2021). ‘Zoo Covid fund closes after just 12% awarded.’ BBC News (2021). ‘Zoo Covid fund closes after just 12% awarded.’] 


3.5 This demonstrates how Government support structures do not always fully reflect how modern zoos operate in practice.

3.6 The pandemic also reinforced a broader lesson for the sector. Heavy reliance on admissions leaves even the most successful visitor attractions vulnerable to sudden shocks. While zoos demonstrated considerable resilience throughout the pandemic, the experience highlighted the importance of diversifying income streams and building greater long-term financial resilience.

3.7 At Chester Zoo, this has directly shaped our long-term strategy. Recent developments, including The Reserve and The Square[footnoteRef:9], our 200-person capacity events venue, have been designed to attract new audiences, support the wider visitor economy, and generate more stable, year-round income streams capable of sustaining conservation work during periods of uncertainty. [9:  Chester Zoo. ‘The Square.’] 


3.8 While individual organisations can take steps to build resilience, the pandemic highlighted a wider gap in how Government policy recognises and supports the structure of the visitor economy, particularly for organisations that sit across conservation, education, tourism and culture.

3.9 We therefore encourage the Committee to consider how future policy can better support resilience across the sector. This should include recognising the reliance on visitor income, supporting investment in diversification, and ensuring that any future support schemes are accessible before organisations reach crisis point.

3.10 A more flexible and responsive approach would help ensure that major visitor attractions can continue to contribute to economic growth, sustain jobs, and – in the case of zoos - fund vital conservation, education and scientific work, even during periods of significant disruption. 

3.11 Chester Zoo would welcome the opportunity to provide further evidence to the Committee on these experiences.

Rising employment costs and sector resilience

4.1 Like many parts of the visitor economy, zoos are facing increasing financial pressures. Recent changes to employer National Insurance contributions - including the increase in the rate to 15% and the lowering of the earnings threshold - have significantly increased employment costs, alongside above‑inflation increases in the National Living Wage.

4.2 Zoos rely on large, highly skilled teams to deliver specialist animal care, conservation work and high‑quality visitor experiences. In some areas, recruitment challenges and shortages of specialist skills have also driven up wage costs, as organisations compete to attract and retain experienced staff. At the same time, organisations continue to face wider cost pressures, including high energy use, rising supply chain costs and inflation. 

4.3 In this context, increasing employment costs risk reducing the resources available for conservation, education and community engagement, while also limiting the ability to recruit and grow the workforce in key roles.

4.4 We encourage the Committee to consider the cumulative impact of these pressures on the visitor economy. Supporting sustainable employment and continued investment in labour‑intensive sectors like ours will be essential to maintaining long-term growth, resilience and skills capacity.

Supporting a competitive visitor economy

5.1 England is already one of the most expensive and heavily taxed destinations for visitors, particularly because the standard VAT rate of 20% applies to accommodation and many tourism services, unlike in several competing countries. If a visitor levy is brought forward, it must therefore be carefully designed so that it supports tourism and the Government’s ambition to welcome 50 million international visitors to the UK by 2030, rather than weakening England’s competitiveness.

5.2 Any levy should be locally led and clearly linked to supporting the visitor economy. Revenue should be reinvested into activity that supports the local visitor economy - such as destination marketing, events and other initiatives that encourage people to visit and spend time in the area. This will only work, however, if schemes are shaped with local businesses and reflect the needs of individual destinations.

5.3 It will also be important to keep any system simple and proportionate. With ongoing cost-of-living pressures, additional charges should remain modest and easy for businesses to administer. Overly complex models risk creating unnecessary costs and confusion for both operators and visitors.

5.4 This is particularly important for businesses offering packaged or immersive experiences. At The Reserve, for example, overnight stays include accommodation alongside extended zoo access, activities, meals and animal experiences. Separating these elements in order to charge a visitor levy would add complexity and administrative cost. Here, a simple per‑room, per‑night approach would avoid inflating costs for guests and keep administration manageable.

5.5 We encourage the Committee to support the locally led, collaborative approach to the visitor levy set out above, ensuring local businesses are able to see clear local benefits.

5.7 In addition, as a recent operator of overnight accommodation through The Reserve, Chester Zoo would welcome the opportunity to provide further evidence to the Committee on the practical implications of different levy models for businesses operating within the visitor economy.

The impact of weather forecasting on visitor demand

6.1 In March 2026, Chester Zoo launched a national campaign[footnoteRef:10] highlighting the impact that weather forecasting - particularly on mobile apps - can have on visitor demand. The campaign brought national attention[footnoteRef:11][footnoteRef:12] to an issue long experienced by outdoor attractions but rarely recognised within wider tourism policy discussions. [10:  Chester Zoo (2026). ‘Chester Zoo leads national call for weather app changes.’]  [11:  BBC News (2026). ‘Misleading weather apps cost attractions thousands.']  [12:  The Times (2026). ‘Why I ignore the weather apps on holidays around Britain.’] 


6.2 Research and industry experience consistently show that visitor behaviour is highly weather‑dependent. Over 70% of people check the forecast before deciding whether to visit an attraction, with many decisions based on a quick glance at a weather app. When a rain symbol is displayed, families often assume poor conditions and change their plans - even if the reality is a brief shower followed by a largely dry day.

6.3 The issue is not the science or accuracy of forecasts, but how they are presented. Many apps use a single icon to summarise a full 24‑hour period. This can create the impression of a complete ‘washout,’ even when most daylight hours are expected to remain dry. Research suggests that, when shown a rain symbol for a planned visit, 42% say they would change their plans and 45% say it might influence their decision. In total, more than 8 in 10 people become hesitant or negative when rain is forecast.[footnoteRef:13]. [13:  The Harris Poll UK (2026). ‘The Forecast Effect: How weather apps are reshaping visitor behaviour.’] 


6.4 The same research also found that 4 in 10 people do not look beyond the headline icon to check hourly forecasts.[footnoteRef:14].  [14:  The Harris Poll UK (2026). ‘The Forecast Effect: How weather apps are reshaping visitor behaviour.’] 


6.4 As a result, attractions report attendance reductions averaging around 30% following poor forecasts, with some reporting impacts as high as 50%. At Chester Zoo, this can mean a loss of up to £137,000 in a single day - money that would otherwise support our charitable work.

6.5 This has a particularly strong impact on outdoor attractions and businesses that rely on last‑minute decisions. Domestic day trips - worth more than £50 billion annually in the UK[footnoteRef:15] - are especially sensitive to how weather is perceived. [15:  Tourism Alliance. ‘UK Tourism Facts & Figures 2025.’] 


6.5 To launch the campaign, Chester Zoo worked with Navigate, a tourism marketing agency, to coordinate a joint letter to the Met Office signed by more than 100 attractions from across the UK - including heritage sites, gardens and theme parks[footnoteRef:16]. The letter called for a roundtable discussion with the Met Office, government and major weather app developers to explore practical improvements to forecast presentation.  [16:  Navigate (2026). ‘A letter from 100+ visitor attractions to the Met Office.’ ] 


6.6 Clearer approaches already exist elsewhere in Europe. For example, Norway’s national weather app, YR, divides forecasts into six-hour blocks, meaning a brief period of overnight rain does not automatically result in poor weather being displayed across the whole day.

6.7 Other practical improvements could include separating daytime and overnight weather icons, using short written summaries (for example, “showers early, brighter later”), and showing how much of the day is likely to remain dry. These small changes would help visitors make more informed decisions.

6.8 We encourage the Committee to recognise the growing influence of digital weather apps on tourism demand and support improvements in how forecasts are presented. This could include encouraging the Government to work with attractions, the Met Office and app providers to improve how weather information reflects likely daytime conditions, and to explore best practice in forecast presentation.

6.9 This could include further research into how forecast presentation influences visitor behaviour, including learning from international examples such as Norway’s YR app and other platforms that provide more detailed, summary forecasts. These are relatively simple changes, but could help visitors make more informed decisions and reduce disruption for businesses reliant on short-notice trips.

Reforming Gift Aid to Support Charity Attractions

7.1 Current Gift Aid rules do not fully reflect how charitable zoos operate. Unlike many charities, most support comes through visitor spending rather than direct donations. Annual memberships can qualify for Gift Aid, but the system works less well for day visitors.

7.2 Under current rules, Gift Aid can only be applied to day tickets if visitors choose to make an additional voluntary donation of at least 10%. If they do not, no Gift Aid can be claimed. The increasing shift towards online ticket sales has made securing this additional donation more challenging, further limiting the potential value of Gift Aid for day visitors.

7.3 Treating day admission more like a short-term or “day membership” would unlock significant additional income. This is already supported by organisations such as the National Trust and better reflects how people actually engage with charitable attractions.

7.4 For Chester Zoo alone, this could generate around £1 million each year - funding conservation work, education programmes, and projects in the UK and overseas.

7.5 We therefore encourage the Committee to consider changes to Gift Aid so it better reflects how modern charitable attractions operate and allows more of the public’s contribution to support conservation.

Conclusion

8.1 Zoos play a unique role within the UK’s visitor economy. They attract millions of visitors, support employment and regional growth, contribute to education and research, and help fund conservation work both in the UK and internationally. They also play a vital role in engaging the public with nature and climate issues, helping to turn awareness into understanding and real‑world action. However, current policy frameworks do not always fully reflect the breadth of that contribution.

8.2 Throughout this submission, we have highlighted areas where Government policy could better support the sector - from recognising the role zoos play within tourism and local economies, to improving resilience, supporting investment, and modernising funding mechanisms for charitable attractions.

8.3 We therefore encourage the Committee to recommend:

· Recognising the role of zoos and aquariums within national tourism and growth policy, including explicit inclusion in the forthcoming National Visitor Economy Strategy and engagement with the sector in its development and delivery.

· Adopting a more joined-up approach to Government support, ensuring zoos are eligible for relevant funding and investment programmes across departments, reflecting their role as visitor attractions, employers, educators and conservation organisations.

· Supporting long-term resilience across the visitor economy, including recognising the sector’s reliance on visitor income, enabling investment in diversification, and considering the cumulative impact of rising operational costs such as energy and employment.

· Ensuring that, if a visitor levy is brought forward, it is locally led, proportionate and simple to administer, with revenues clearly reinvested into supporting destinations and the visitor economy.

· Encouraging improvements in how weather forecasts are communicated, including working with the Met Office, app providers and the tourism sector to ensure forecast presentation better reflects likely daytime conditions and supports informed visitor decision-making.

· Reforming Gift Aid to better reflect how modern charitable attractions operate, including enabling day admissions to qualify more effectively, thereby unlocking additional funding for conservation, education and community work.

8.4 Taken together, these changes would provide a more consistent and sustainable framework for the sector, helping zoos continue to support local economies, sustain skilled employment, inspire visitors, and protect wildlife both in the UK and around the world.

8.5 Chester Zoo would welcome the opportunity to provide further oral evidence to the Committee, drawing on its experience as both a major visitor attraction and a leading conservation charity.
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