Written evidence submitted by the National Lottery Heritage Fund

Executive Summary 

The National Lottery Heritage Fund (The Heritage Fund) is the largest heritage funder in the UK, investing in projects across the nation with money raised by National Lottery players. 

We receive 20% of the National Lottery’s Good Causes income to support a broad range of heritage projects – from historic buildings and landscapes to collections and traditions. 

The visitor economy is vital to the prosperity of the United Kingdom.  According to research by VisitBritain, the UK welcomed 43 million international visitors who spent £32 billion in local economies in 2024, and total visitor activity contributed to a GDP impact of £147 billion and supported 2.4 million jobs[footnoteRef:2].   [2:  https://www.visitbritain.org/research-insights/state-nation] 


Heritage is a driving force for the UK’s visitor economy, attracting millions of domestic and international visitors annually. As a sector, it supports thousands of jobs and contributes to national and local economies. The UK Government’s Tourism Sector Deal (2019), drawing on VisitBritain analysis, identifies heritage and culture as the number one motivation for international visitors and estimates that this generates approximately £4.5 billion in additional inbound visitor spending. Historic England estimated in 2024 that £11.4 billion is spent every year on domestic day visits and £4.5 billion is spent on domestic overnight trips that are heritage related. 

Tourism supports visitor economies in all parts of the UK, and heritage is an attraction and a source of local distinctiveness. The Heritage Fund’s support, which covers the whole UK, plays its part in local, and therefore the national, tourist economy. From the Giant's Causeway in Northern Ireland to the National Museum Scotland in Edinburgh, the Royal Observatory in Greenwich, London, to Hay Castle in Wales. The Fund’s investments connect local and national heritage, connect stories across the UK, connect sectors, such as heritage and nature, and invests in culture and traditions that enrich experiences, providing visitors (local, national and international) with opportunities to engage with heritage in place. 

An example of our commitment to investing in tourism assets across the country can be seen through our £200 million investment in Heritage Places. These places across the UK are selected based on need, opportunity and heritage potential. 15 places are currently creating and delivering transformative plans with their communities to put heritage at the centre of efforts to make local areas better places to live, work and visit. For example, Glasgow City Council and Glasgow Life are focusing on Sauchiehall Street: Culture and Heritage District - a 10-year plan to renew the area. Cultural and heritage programming is animating Sauchiehall Street, attracting new and returning visitors. A public mass ceilidh in 2025 celebrated the street's history of social dance and natural heritage.

The impact of our funding across the UK is best shown by the fact that, of the 50 most popular visitor attractions in the UK (ALVA 2025), 45 have received direct support from the Heritage Fund, a figure representing hundreds of millions of pounds of investment. 

The National Lottery’s funding has been vital in helping these heritage attractions to thrive. Each year, as part of National Lottery Open Week, hundreds of attractions provide free heritage visits, giving access to heritage and culture to more people and thanking National Lottery players. Allwyn, the operator of the National Lottery, has a goal of doubling the weekly returns to good causes from £30 million to £60 million, which offers a huge opportunity to invest further in historic tourist attractions. 

Heritage and cultural organisations contribute to and benefit from the local visitor economy but there are often structural and capacity related issues that act as barriers:  
· Skills gaps: The Heritage Pulse Survey 2023 identified key skills shortages, particularly in digital, marketing, fundraising, leadership, and specialist heritage skills.  
· Access to networks: Smaller organisations are often volunteer led and lack the capacity to engage with networks, create partnerships and learn from best practice.
· Public transport: Rural tourist destinations often suffer from infrequent services, poor connectivity between rail and bus, and limited evening or weekend operations.
· Cost of living: Like other sectors, heritage is grappling with significant cost increases, particularly in repair, maintenance, construction and energy.

Through our ten-year strategy, Heritage 2033, the Heritage Fund is trying to address some of these challenges by delivering a place-based approach, boosting pride in place and connections to heritage through our investments, strategic initiatives and partnerships.

Historic culture, traditions and natural landscapes are also large pulls for international and domestic tourism. Our rich and diverse heritage makes local destinations individual and special, each with their own identity and appeal. Historic gardens and greenspaces play a crucial part in UK tourism as a major draw, with a 2018 study by Oxford Economics showing that garden tourism contributes £2.9 billion to UK GDP and employs 32,000 people. International visitors spent an estimated £2.2 billion visiting British parks and gardens in 2017. The Heritage Fund has invested over £1 billion in historic parks and green spaces. However, new research from the Heritage Fund and Historic England also shows how historic gardens are on the front line of climate change and are at risk. 

Introduction 

As a UK-wide, arm’s-length public body, we receive policy directions from the UK government and devolved governments in Scotland, and Wales with Northern Ireland in development. Operating under the National Lottery’s legislative framework, the Heritage Fund offers time-limited project funding. 

Most funding decisions are taken by local teams and six area and nation committees across the UK who contribute significant local knowledge and expertise. In 2024, the Heritage Fund was assessed at the highest level for efficient and effective grant making, against the Cabinet Office’s Government Grant Standard. 

Since our establishment in 1994, we have awarded almost £10 billion to more than 54,000 heritage projects. Currently, we have over 2,400 active projects supported by more than £1.5bn of grant funding. 

Our experience spans 30 years of investing in a broad range of heritage, including both natural and built, which are key to the UK’s tourism sector. This also includes museums, green spaces and historic sites that people from all over the world come to the UK to experience.  

Our parent body, The National Heritage Memorial Fund (NHMF) has been awarding grants to safeguard the UK’s most important heritage since 1980.  Intervening as a fund of last resort, we have helped save thousands of our most-loved treasures from being lost forever. Earlier this year, our funding ensured that the British Museum could acquire the Tudor Rose and preserve it for the nation. 


1. 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?

Visit Britain’s Motivations, influences, decisions and sustainability research shows that History and Heritage are the top reasons for visitors to come to the UK[footnoteRef:3]. The UK’s strengths as a destination of choice include its diversity of history and modernity in one, easy to navigate place. [3:  Motivations, influences, decisions and sustainability research | VisitBritain.org] 


Using travel cost valuation methods, a study from Historic England found that visitors’ willingness to pay consistently exceeded the costs they incurred to visit heritage sites. This resulted in a positive consumer surplus per visitor across all sites, demonstrating that heritage visits deliver benefits to the public beyond their direct monetary costs[footnoteRef:4]. Furthermore, visitors gain far more than just a ticketed experience – they derive benefits that include cultural and educational benefits. With 29% of international visitors visiting a castle or historic house during their trip[footnoteRef:5], heritage is a key driver international tourism with huge economic value for the entire UK. These benefits extend beyond market values, as traditional economics often focuses solely on transactions like ticket prices, leaving the broader significance of heritage visits unaccounted for[footnoteRef:6].  [4:  Executive Summary - Valuing Historic Attractions Using Travel Cost Methods and Mobile Data]  [5:  https://www.visitbritain.org/research-insights/activities-and-experiences ]  [6:  Beyond Ticket Prices: Understanding the Value of England’s Historic Attractions Sites | Historic England] 


There are 31 UNESCO World Heritage Sites in the UK, which are an important draw for international visitors, as well as those from within the UK.  The National Lottery Heritage Fund has invested over £1 billion in UNESCO accredited sites across the UK since our creation in 1994. International research shows that with each additional UNESCO site in any country leads to a 0.22% rise in tourist numbers[footnoteRef:7]. In 2024, two projects we previously supported received UNESCO World Heritage Status – the Gracehill Moravian Church Settlement in Co. Antrim, Northern Ireland and the Flow Country in Scotland, where the Heritage Fund supported a £9.6 million project in 2014 to protect and restore seven square miles of one of Europe’s largest expanses of blanket peatland. In Wales, since the inscription of the Slate Landscape of Northwest Wales the Heritage Fund has invested over £21 million into four projects directly connected to this unique piece of Welsh heritage. The Heritage Fund has also supported the UNESCO network in the UK to engage new audiences, share practice and develop community-led celebrations of world-class natural and cultural heritage through a shared network of UNESCO sites in the UK.  [7: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/385086148_The_Influence_of_World_Heritage_Sites_on_Tourism_Dynamics_in_the_EU_27_Nations ] 


The UK government recently ratified the UNESCO Convention for Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage and will soon publish a new inventory of living heritage practiced by communities across the UK. Global recognition expands what visitors come to experience, and the convention emphasises community-led safeguarding which helps to embed more sustainable and responsible tourism, strengthens storytelling and boosts place-based opportunities. The UK’s ratification of the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage is therefore an opportunity to increase the amount of heritage and cultural offerings the UK has for international tourist.  

The Heritage Fund has designed a framework to measure the impact of Heritage 2033 and demonstrate progress towards our vision for heritage. The data we have collected so far shows promising signs that our grants are already making a real difference. The 826 projects we examined are saving heritage, supporting place-based change, connecting more people to heritage and nature, and they’re boosting skills, environmental sustainability and diversity within the sector. Our funding is therefore increasing the drivers for heritage related tourism. 


2) ii. How effectively do the UK and devolved Governments work together to promote tourism and support the sector?

The National Lottery Heritage Fund is a UK wide funder, meaning we work closely not only with the UK government but also the devolved administrations and their arm’s length bodies. 

A recent example of this can be seen via the Museum Futures programme, a partnership between the Scottish Government, The National Lottery Heritage Fund and Museums Galleries Scotland. The programme is now in its second year and combines significant investment from Scottish Government and The Heritage Fund to provide a programme to help the sector transform in the face of significant and ongoing financial and capacity challenges. The programme includes targeted support to enable museums to increase their capacity and resources, which in addition to strengthening the sector will directly benefit Scotland's visitor economy. Ullapool Museum has received funding through the programme for a project aiming to secure the museum’s long-term sustainability by expanding its commercial potential and reaching new audiences, including the travel trade and cruise sector. 

The most recent Scotland’s Historic Environment Audit estimated that Scotland attracts over 16 million visitors each year with over £2.1bn generated for the economy through heritage tourism spending.[footnoteRef:8] In addition to Scotland’s museums and castles, the country’s outstanding landscapes and scenery is also a major draw for visitors, with a 2023 Visit Scotland survey finding 70% of visitors stated scenery and landscape as their top reason to visit Scotland.  Through our funding we have supported projects to protect, restore, and enhance some of the most iconic landscapes in Scotland, including the Flow Country, Loch Lomond and the Trossachs and the Cairngorms, where we are supporting the UK’s first net‑zero National Park initiative.  [8:  Scotland’s Historic Environment Audit 2024 | Hist Env Scotland] 


We also work collaboratively with the Welsh Government to protect and improve the natural environment for the sake of people that live in and visit Wales.  For example, The Nature Networks Fund, which is delivered in partnership with the Welsh Government and Natural Resources Wales, aims to improve the resilience of Wales’ network of protected land and marine sites. It supports the Welsh Government's commitment to the Global Biodiversity Framework "30 by 30" goal, which aims to protect 30% of the planet's land, freshwater and seas by 2030. This year more than £15m has supported 28 projects across Wales, which includes initiatives to protect the curlew, restore woodland habitats and safeguard important fish species across Wales.  Furthermore, the Heritage Fund meet every six monthly with Visit Wales to better connect and understand the priorities of each other and flag opportunities.


3) What opportunities exist to increase inward investment into tourism infrastructure and what changes may be needed to encourage it?

As well as the devolved governments, we work with local government and, in England, Mayoral Strategic Authorities. These bodies are strategically important to the visitor offer regionally and in place. The government’s inclusion of culture as a key area of competence for new local authorities in the English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill presents an opportunity for the UK government to work with strategic authorities across England to improve their cultural offer to tourists and visitors.

ii. How can investment be unlocked in all parts of the country?

As set out in our ten-year strategy, Heritage 2033, the Heritage Fund is delivering a place-based approach, boosting pride in place and connection to heritage through our investments, strategic initiatives and partnerships. This will help unlock the tourism offer in every part of the UK. 

The UK government could consider how diverse heritage organisations can better broaden engagement with the wider visitor economy in their area. The Wiltshire Local Visitor Economy Partnership (LVEP) is a good example of the role heritage organisations can play with Stonehenge and Salisbury Cathedral (both of whom are Heritage Fund grant recipients) playing a core part of the local tourism draw. We would welcome further consideration as to how other areas can learn from best practice in this space and be supported to develop wider partnerships. For example, could Visit England, through accreditation of LVEPs, support and encourage local partnerships or consortiums of local heritage sites as part of that process. 

In 2024, the Heritage Fund invested in Art Fund’s Going Places project, a new UK-wide programme to engage and involve audiences in museum collections through collaborative touring exhibitions and public programmes. Six museum networks spanning the breadth of the UK – from Edinburgh to Penzance and Lisburn to Carmarthen – will co-create 12 major touring exhibitions over the next five years, which will be reimagined by each partner museum into a total of 40 unique exhibitions. This sort of investment will drive regional tourism throughout the country and will support the capacity and resilience of small and medium sized museums. 

Similarly, the UK government’s £270 million Arts Everywhere Fund for arts venues, museums, libraries and the heritage sector will be an excellent opportunity for local tourist attractions to increase their offer. The Heritage Fund works with partners ACE, DCMS and Historic England on the MEND Fund. We contribute vital heritage insight to the decision-making panel, ensuring that funding achieves the greatest impact for museums across England.

Resource and capacity remain issues at a local and regional level, upskilling, training and the sustainability of heritage requires investment. Multi-year budgets would assist in the longer-term management and considerations. There are digitisation opportunities for both sustainability and access of our tourism and heritage offers. 

Regional Place Partnerships  
 
England’s Regional Place Partnerships (RPP) are vital for bringing arms-length bodies and key local partnerships together to share information and work together. Strategic input at the regional level is responding to devolution and Visit Britain input should be a strategic focus and is one of the ways we can work together at the regional level.  
 
The RPPs exist to contribute to making places more equitable, vibrant, and resilient through the development of the cultural lives of communities and visitors. They do this by engaging with local delivery partners and through connecting with government place-based initiatives and investment programmes and providing informal inter-agency collaboration and on the place programmes delivered by Department for Culture, Media, and Sport and other departments, e.g. MHCLG. 
 
Visit England has recently taken on the role of chairing the North RPP, a significant contribution. Commitment to this role and contributing to the collaboration through the other four RPPs would be an important contribution to local growth agendas and ability to have a shared vision and commitment to working together, particularly as new functions and powers for strategic authorities emerge through the devolution process in England. The Heritage Fund is also heavily engaged with the regional place partnerships and have recently been working with the London partnership to explore further opportunity for Dagenham, one of our Heritage Places. 


iii. What are the particular opportunities and challenges for tourism in: a) coastal areas, and b) rural areas

Almost a third of National Lottery Heritage Fund projects and a fifth of our funding have gone to rural areas, and we have funded over £1bn into ONS defined coastal built-up areas in England and Wales. In addition, 23% of the Heritage Fund’s investments go into land, sea, and nature projects, meaning that in total we have invested over £2.2 billion in protecting the environment since 1994. A recent example of our commitment to strengthening the Heritage offer in coastal communities is our investments to save the Grade II* listed Birnbeck Pier in Weston-super-Mare. In September 2025 we awarded North Somerset Council an additional £5.54 million to ensure the project had adequate funding after our initial £10 million investment in 2024. 

A healthy and thriving natural environment is central to our future prosperity and drives tourism across all parts of the UK. The Heritage Fund has also invested in projects to develop visitor centers, boosting tourism in rural areas while also increasing access to nature. For example, in Wales, the Heritage Fund supported the creation of the Dyfi Wildlife Centre by the Montgomeryshire Wildlife Trust and in 2025 awarded the Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales £2.4 million to redevelop the Welsh Wildlife Centre, increasing its accessibility and income generation opportunities which will ensure the organisation is more resilient. 

The Historic environment sector in Scotland attracts an estimated 16 million visits per year[footnoteRef:9] and, in 2019, visitors who included a heritage attraction as part of their visit to Scotland spent over £3.2bn[footnoteRef:10]. The National Churches Trust’s "Cherish" project, backed by a £1.9m grant from The National Lottery Heritage Fund, is actively supporting tourism and heritage conservation along Scotland's iconic NC500 route along the Northern Coastline.  [9:  Scotland’s Historic Environment Audit 2024 | Hist Env Scotland ]  [10:  https://www.historicenvironment.scot/our-past-our-future/ ] 


To protect our unique landscapes and future proof both the availability and accessibility of places, any new government strategy needs to incorporate both robust climate considerations and be informed by climate data. There are many opportunities to both protect and promote our amazing natural heritage, habitats, and species, and this should go hand in hand with tourism considerations for meaningful sustainability. The Heritage Fund has invested £150 million into our Landscape Connections initiative, a ten-year project dedicated to transforming UK designated landscapes. It will fund twenty long-term projects to boost nature’s recovery, enhance climate resilience, and connect people to nature across National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty across the UK. 

We have also invested extensively in heritage in coastal communities, seeking to build on and develop the visitor economy in these areas. This includes a variety of place-based investment and investment in specific heritage sites. In Blackpool, we invested over £5m in Showtown, a new museum that tells the story of popular entertainment in the town and seeks to drive its cultural regeneration. This funding was delivered in collaboration with a range of other UK government and regional funds. 

We have invested £1.9million in Torbay through our Heritage Places strategic initiative to date. As part of ongoing work to build capacity and pride in place through heritage activity, Torbay Council developed community-led conservation management plans for Brixham Town, Old Paignton and Torquay Harbour. The plans are active tools for discussion, decision-making and the long-term care of heritage. A particular problem for areas that have long-established tourism industries is that residents can feel shut out of key sites as they focus on attracting visitors. Engaging local communities is an essential part of understanding the opportunities of culture and heritage for economic growth.

7) How can the Government and tourism sector maximise the potential of cultural heritage and creative assets to attract visitors?

Inward investment and long-term strategic partnerships are key to helping local places across the UK attract more visitors. The Heritage fund has partnered with the Architectural Heritage Fund to create the Heritage Development Trusts programme. In the City of Dunfermline, the Heritage Development’s trust funding has led to the revitalisation of Dunfermline’s Heritage and greatly increased the visitor economy in the area[footnoteRef:11].  [11:  Revitalisation of Dunfermline’s Heritage to Support Growing Visitor Economy | The Architectural Heritage Fund] 

In order for heritage to reach the widest possible audience, both domestic and international, there needs to be an infrastructure consideration of how to transport people to and from projects and places.  
Our targeted investment in the UK City of Culture programme builds on a generation of investment in local projects. Following the success of 2017, Hull has been using the momentum to transform its rich maritime heritage and become a world-class visitor destination. With Bradford, the previous title holder, our investment of almost £5m, has ensured heritage is at the heart of the city’s programme. The activities build on projects in delivery locally such as the £3.4m new Sound and Vision galleries at the National Science and Media Museum, the £2m transformation of the townscape of ‘top of town’, and over £4.5m in grants contributing to the rejuvenation of both Kala Sangam (Now called Bradford Arts Centre) and Bradford Live. 
The Government’s recently announced Town of Culture competition will impact on places that don't often have the chance to develop their visitor sector, providing learning for other places while raising the profile of destinations at this scale.
Tourism Levy
Across the UK visitor levies are being introduced as a way of raising revenue for local government. Although schemes vary across the UK, the money raised is generally intended to be reinvested in public services and facilities that improve the visitor offer.
Scotland was the first country in the UK to introduce a visitor Levy. Under the Visitor Levy (Scotland) Act 2024, local authorities in Scotland have the power to charge a visitor levy on overnight stays in certain types of accommodation, including hotels, B&Bs, and self-catering properties. The intention is for the money raised to be reinvested in services and facilities used by tourist and other visitors. Local authorities can choose to apply the levy as either a percentage of the cost of the overnight stay or, following amendment of the Act in 2026, as a flat charge. The amended legislation also allows local authorities to set different fixed amounts for different geographical locations, times of year, or types of accommodation. Each Scottish local authority can decide whether to introduce a scheme and before doing so it would be required to consult with local communities, businesses, and tourism organisations. An 18-month implementation period then applies before the levy can be introduced.
In August 2024, the City of Edinburgh Council voted to support plans to introduce a 5% levy. The city will become the first in Scotland to charge a visitor levy on stays, with the levy due to come into force from July 2026. The council has agreed the investment programmes that proceeds from the levy will support.
They include a Large Scale Cultural Capital Fund. A Culture and Communities paper on options for Edinburgh Visitor Levy investment noted that this fund “looks at large scale investment which, through capital borrowing, can deliver transformation projects aligned with the Culture and Tourism Strategies and can unlock additional partnership funding from external sources such as National Heritage Lottery Fund and are deliverable within a three-year timeframe” The Council has approved £5m of support for the refurbishment of Leith Theatre and £3m for the Old Royal High School project through the visitor levy scheme – both are being supported by the Heritage Fund.
Another strand of investment from the proceeds of the Edinburgh levy will be invested in the city’s parks and greenspaces. The Heritage Fund supported Edinburgh’s Thriving Greenspaces Plan through our Future Parks Accelerator scheme. The Future Parks programme helped parks to develop an evidence base on how quality parks, green spaces, and natural heritage contribute to growth and tourism. In addition, Edinburgh City Council have adopted a 30-year thriving green spaces strategy, showing that term strategies result in a better offer for tourism, especially with green spaces. 
In Wales Visitor Accommodation (Register and Levy) Etc. (Wales) Act 2025 will give powers to local authorities to introduce an overnight visitor levy from April 2027. As seen elsewhere in the UK the intention is to support local facilities and infrastructure that are key to tourism while ensuring that tourism is both beneficial to the local community and that what makes that area an attractive destination is preserved. Cardiff Council was the first local authority to agree to implement a visitor levy and will begin raising funds through the levy from April 2027. It is expected that a new partnership forum will be established to advise on how the funds are spent. 
The 2026 King’s speech announced the introduction of the Overnight Visitor Levy Bill, which will allow English mayors and other local leaders of strategic authorities to impose a discretionary visitor levy. Money raised through the levy will be reinvested into local priorities, support economic growth, strengthen public services, and improve the visitor experience. This money could potentially help attract more visitors into these regions. 
While we recognise the potential for the levy to directly support heritage to contribute to local visitor economies, or investment in infrastructure that will enable the sector to do so, e.g. transport, we respect local discretion in the application and use tourist levies, and the Heritage Fund has no say on their implementation.
