Written evidence submitted by Heart of London Business Alliance

Executive summary
Heart of London Business Alliance (HOLBA) is a Business Improvement District (BID) representing more than 500 businesses and property owners across the Heart of London area in London’s West End.  This includes Piccadilly, Piccadilly Circus, Leicester Square, Haymarket and St Martin’s Lane. HOLBA’s membership spans hospitality, retail, culture, entertainment and tourism, including hotels, theatres, restaurants, cinemas, casinos, galleries and visitor attractions.

The West End (as a whole) is one of the UK’s most significant economic and cultural assets. It generates around 280 million visits annually, contributes more than £55 billion to the Treasury, supports over 500,000 jobs and plays an important role in promoting the UK’s global reputation for culture, hospitality, retail and entertainment.[footnoteRef:2] The evening and night-time economy alone contributes approximately £14 billion annually in GVA and supports around 160,000 jobs.[footnoteRef:3] International visitors account for 25% of all visits to the West End. [footnoteRef:4]
 [2:  Hatch, 2025: HOLBA 24-hr Economy Evidence Base (best fit LSOAs)]  [3:  Evening and Night-time Vision, Strategy and Action Plan, Publica, 2023]  [4:  Submission to the DCMS Select Committee by New West End Company, 2019 ‘Promoting Britain Abroad’] 

The West End’s visitor economy is central to wider national economic performance. Its concentration of theatres, galleries, hotels, restaurants, retail and cultural institutions supports employment, inward investment, tourism exports and international competitiveness across London and the wider UK.

HOLBA welcomes the increasing recognition of tourism, culture and the experience economy within regional and national policy frameworks, including the London Growth Plan, the UK Modern Industrial Strategy and the Creative Industries Sector Plan. These strategies correctly identify the visitor economy as an important driver of economic growth, productivity and international competitiveness. However, there remains a gap between strategic ambition and long-term delivery, investment and implementation. While London continues to attract high levels of international and domestic visitors, evidence suggests that growth is increasingly constrained by rising operating costs for businesses, reduced international destination marketing, fragmented governance arrangements and increasing competition from other global cities.

In their latest report on the state of the UK’s luxury market, the trade body Walpole reports: "Recent evidence indicates that the UK’s recovery in high-end visitor spending is lagging behind France, Italy and Spain. In 2024, luxury visitor spending in those markets was on average 154% of 2019 levels, compared with just 79% in the UK, leaving the UK 75 percentage points behind.” 
At the same time, businesses across the hospitality, leisure and cultural sectors are facing mounting financial pressures, including rising operating costs, increasing business rates liabilities, and the continued absence of VAT-free shopping for international visitors.

This submission also highlights the importance of coordinated governance and infrastructure investment in supporting long-term growth. Visitors experience the West End as a single international destination, yet decision-making across planning, transport, licensing and public realm management remains fragmented. Greater coordination across the West End, starting with an expansion of the West End International Centre designation in the new London Plan and local plans for Westminster and Camden, would help support a more integrated and strategic approach to investment, destination management, and long-term growth.

HOLBA’s analysis demonstrates that investment in transport accessibility, public realm improvements, cultural infrastructure and destination marketing can generate significant economic returns through increased footfall, dwell time, visitor spend and inward investment.[footnoteRef:5]  In this context, the visitor economy should be recognised as an important component of national economic infrastructure, and a key part of any tourism strategy.  [5:  Unlocking the Experience Economy: Driving Growth in the West End, HOLBA, 2025] 


HOLBA have identified four priority areas that would support growth and competitiveness:

1. Reform of the business rates system through a Hybrid Business Rate model that better reflects the modern economy and supports bricks and mortar businesses.

2. Support for HOLBA’s call for greater coordination across the West End.  An expansion of the West End International Centre designation in the new London Plan and local plans for Westminster and Camden, would help support a more integrated and strategic approach to investment, destination management, and long-term growth.

3. A review of VAT-free shopping for international visitors to improve the UK’s competitiveness relative to other European destinations. Latest estimates indicate that £5 billion in additional international visitor spending could support over 140,000 jobs and generate around £800 million in net VAT revenue for the Exchequer.[footnoteRef:6]
 [6:  “Assessing the Impact of Tax-Free Shopping in the UK” by Oxford Economics for the Association of International Retail A(AIR), November 2022   ] 

4. Visit London should be adequately funded to deliver effective international marketing campaigns and maintain London’s global competitiveness as a visitor destination coordinated with national tourism bodies.

London will remain one of the world’s leading visitor destinations. However, the city cannot rely on its global reputation alone. Maintaining and strengthening its international competitiveness will require sustained investment, coordinated policy support and long-term strategic alignment between national and local government. Without targeted intervention, London risks falling behind competitor destinations that are investing more aggressively in their visitor economies.





[bookmark: Bookmark1]Questions addressed in the response:

1) How effective are government policies in supporting the growth, competitiveness and long-term resilience of the tourism sector? 

HOLBA recognises that Government (at all levels) has increasingly acknowledged the importance of tourism and the visitor economy within its growth strategies. The UK Modern Industrial Strategy identifies the importance of the creative and experience economy, while the London Growth Plan recognises the West End as a major driver of economic activity and international competitiveness.

These frameworks provide a strong strategic foundation. However, there remains a gap between policy ambition and the long-term investment, coordination and delivery mechanisms required to support sustainable growth.

London continues to attract significant visitor numbers and remains internationally competitive. However, evidence suggests that the sector is operating below its full potential. Rising operating costs, reduced destination marketing, infrastructure constraints and increasing international competition are affecting growth, investment confidence and long-term resilience across hospitality, leisure and cultural sectors.

Businesses across the West End are also facing increasing cost pressures. Business rates remain a significant challenge for bricks and mortar businesses, particularly in hospitality, retail and leisure. Hotels, theatres and visitor attractions in the area have seen substantial increases in rate liabilities in the new financial year - the current system continues to place a proportionately higher burden on bricks-and-mortar businesses relative to online operators.

The removal of VAT-free shopping for international visitors has also affected the UK’s competitiveness relative to comparable European destinations, particularly in relation to high-value retail and discretionary visitor spend.

The cost environment is undermining the sector's resilience. On the ground, HOLBA members, particularly in hospitality and leisure, are facing a combination of cost pressures that are increasingly threatening long-term viability:

· Business rates are the single most distortive policy affecting bricks and mortar businesses in the West End. Hotels in our area are facing rate bill increases of over 100%. Visitor attractions are seeing rises of over a third. Theatres are projecting rateable value increases of up to 88% over the next three years. Analysis by Altus Group shows that for every £1 a digital business pays in business rates, a bricks-and-mortar equivalent pays £8. This structural imbalance is untenable in an era of e-commerce dominance.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  HOLBA’s Hybrid Business Rate Proposal, last revised in March 2026] 


· The removal of VAT-free shopping has made the UK an outlier among our main competitors. France, Italy and Spain all offer this to international visitors. The UK does not. This is a competitive disadvantage. Evidently, British visitors continue to benefit from VAT-free shopping when travelling within the EU, helping to support a £5 billion outbound, shopping-led market. Given that the EU population is almost seven times larger than that of the UK, reinstating a VAT-free shopping scheme for international visitors presents a significant opportunity to unlock growth, increase visitor spend and support job creation across the country. Latest estimates suggest that an additional £5 billion in international visitor spending could support more than 140,000 jobs while generating approximately £800 million in net VAT revenue for the Exchequer.[footnoteRef:8] Businesses across the West End are already experiencing significant lost sales, as many international visitors continue to expect a tax refund that is no longer available in the UK. In light of this evidence, the Government should commit, through the forthcoming National Visitor Economy Growth Strategy, to a full review of VAT-free shopping and assess its wider economic and fiscal impacts on both the visitor economy and the Exchequer.[footnoteRef:9]
 [8:  Association of International Retail (AIR)]  [9:  AIR Submission to Visitor Economy Advisory Council, 2025] 

· Rising employment costs following the recent Budget increase the operating burden on labour-intensive hospitality and leisure businesses, many of which operate on thin margins.

Taken together, these pressures are affecting the competitiveness of the wider experience economy that underpins the West End’s attractiveness as an international destination.

To support long-term resilience and growth, HOLBA would urge the government to consider the following measures:

1. Structural reform of business rates through a Hybrid Business Rate model that would combine a reduced property-based tax with a modest sales levy on all online sales (with key exemptions for those products and services that drive visitors to the high street, town and city centres)

2. A review of VAT-free shopping as part of the forthcoming National Visitor Economy Growth Strategy. Latest estimates indicate that £5 billion in additional international visitor spending could support over 140,000 jobs and generate around £800 million in net VAT revenue for the Exchequer.[footnoteRef:10]
 [10:  ibid] 

3. Continued investment in destination marketing, public realm and supporting infrastructure.

[bookmark: Bookmark8]1i) 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? 

International destination marketing plays a vital role in supporting visitor growth, international competitiveness and wider economic activity. London is the UK’s primary international visitor gateway and a significant driver of tourism, retail, hospitality and cultural spending across the wider national economy. However, international marketing and promotion of London has reduced significantly in recent years.

The last coordinated international consumer marketing campaign for London, the Let's Do London initiative, concluded in September 2023. At the national level, VisitBritain's budget was cut by over 40% for 2025-26, further weakening the UK's promotional infrastructure.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Forecasting Eye: UK tourism may still only grow at half the rate of the economy by 2030, even if the Government meets its visitor target, https://cebr.com/blogs/uk-tourism-may-still-only-grow-at-half-the-rate-of-the-economy-by-2030-even-if-the-government-meets-its-visitor-target/] 

At the same time, competitor cities and destinations continue to invest significantly in international promotion. Research commissioned by BusinessLDN highlights the scale of comparative investment, with promotional budgets in destinations such as Hong Kong, Singapore and New York substantially exceeding current levels associated with London. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Autumn Budget and Comprehensive Spending Review 2021, Representation from London First, 2021] 

	Destination
	Promotional spend vs London in 2019/20

	Hong Kong
	347% higher than London

	Singapore
	536% the size of London's budget

	New York
	32% higher than London



Other major global destinations, including Paris, Sydney and Dubai, continue to undertake coordinated international marketing activity to strengthen visitor numbers, attract high-value tourism and support broader economic competitiveness. This reflects growing international competition for visitor spend, major events, inward investment and global profile.
For London, international destination marketing has implications beyond tourism alone. Visitor spending supports hotels, restaurants, theatres, retail, cultural institutions and the wider experience economy, alongside associated employment and tax revenues. VisitBritain's own performance data demonstrates the economic return from destination marketing: its activities contributed an additional £562 million to the UK economy in 2024/25, with its Starring GREAT Britain campaign generating £20 in visitor spend for every £1 invested.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  https://www.visitbritain.org/our-annual-performance-and-reporting] 

London remains one of the world’s leading visitor destinations and benefits from strong international recognition. However, global reputation alone is unlikely to be sufficient to maintain long-term competitiveness in an increasingly competitive international market. Other global cities continue to invest strategically in destination branding, marketing and visitor experience, and this is contributing to growing competitive pressure across tourism and leisure sectors. 
Proactive destination marketing and international promotion are also becoming increasingly important in countering negative global and online narratives relating to London, including perceptions around crime, safety and the wider visitor experience, which can disproportionately influence international visitor confidence and travel decisions if left unchallenged.
HOLBA would encourage consideration of the following measures to strengthen the UK’s international competitiveness:
· Visit London should be adequately funded to deliver effective international marketing campaigns and maintain London’s global competitiveness as a visitor destination.
· Recognising destination marketing as an important component of economic infrastructure, supporting growth across tourism, hospitality, culture and retail sectors.
· Strengthening coordination between VisitBritain, VisitEngland and a renewed Visit London to ensure London’s international profile supports visitor growth across the wider UK.
· Recognising the role of Business Improvement Districts and local partnerships in generating cultural programming, events and visitor experiences that contribute to the UK’s wider tourism offer.
This more coordinated approach would support London’s continued competitiveness while also strengthening its role as a gateway for wider regional tourism growth across the UK

[bookmark: Bookmark3][bookmark: Bookmark4]1ii) How does the UK’s recent tourism performance (including visitor numbers, length of stay and visitor spend) compare with other major European tourism destinations? 

While some businesses in the West End, particularly global brands, continue to perform strongly, many others, especially across hospitality and leisure, are facing significant pressures and growing concerns about long term viability. London has demonstrated strong resilience following the pandemic and remains one of the world’s leading visitor destinations. However, comparative data suggests that recovery and growth across a number of tourism indicators has been slower than in several competing European cities.

Hotel performance data comparing Q1 2026 with the pre-pandemic baseline in Q1 2020 across Average Daily Rate (ADR), Revenue per Available Room (RevPAR) and occupancy indicates that London’s recovery has been comparatively moderate relative to cities such as Paris, Rome and Milan. London’s ADR growth of 24.9% since the pre-pandemic period compares with 52.8% in Paris and 64.0% in Rome, while RevPAR growth of 28.4% compares with 55.4% in Paris. Occupancy growth has also remained relatively limited, increasing by just 0.3 percentage points in London compared with increases of 12.4 percentage points in Paris and 16.2 percentage points in Milan.[footnoteRef:14] This suggests that recent revenue growth in London has been driven more by pricing than by significant increases in visitor volume or occupancy. This data suggests that post-pandemic European tourism recovery has disproportionately benefited Southern European and leisure-oriented markets, particularly Italy and France. London remains resilient and high-performing, but growth rates are comparatively weaker, especially on occupancy, implying intensifying competition from continental destinations. [14:  Colliers Strategy & Analytics, CoStar] 

HOLBA’s research further demonstrates that the West End is underperforming relative to its position as one of the world’s leading destinations. The evening and night-time economy alone has the potential to generate at least £1 billion more annually[footnoteRef:15] -  yet while footfall continues to recover, visitor spending is failing to keep pace. During the most recent festive period, visits to the West End increased by nearly 20% year on year, while visitor spend declined by approximately 8%.[footnoteRef:16] This reflects a broader trend in which rising visitor numbers are not yet translating into equivalent growth in expenditure. [15:  Evening and Night-time Economy Strategy, Vision and Action Plan, HOLBA & Publica, 2022]  [16:  HOLBA Visitor Insights, January 2026] 

London nevertheless remains relatively competitive in terms of affordability, with the average cost of a two night city break lower than in several comparable destinations, including Paris. However, affordability alone is unlikely to counter wider competitive pressures relating to visitor experience, international marketing, retail offer and discretionary visitor spending.

A range of factors are likely contributing to these trends, including increased international competition, changing visitor spending patterns and the continued absence of VAT-free shopping for international visitors. These issues are particularly relevant to high value retail, hospitality and evening economy sectors, where international and discretionary spend play a significant role. This is therefore not simply a West End issue; it is a national competitiveness and growth issue. Cities across Europe and globally are investing heavily to attract visitors, events and consumer spending, and London cannot rely on its reputation alone.

If the West End is to remain globally competitive, the core conditions for businesses to thrive must be strengthened, including transport, public safety, accessibility, planning, licensing and a fair tax environment. The evening and night-time economy in particular remains a major opportunity for future growth. Strengthening international competitiveness in this area will require continued investment in destination marketing, public realm, transport accessibility, cultural programming and the wider visitor experience. There is also a significant wider growth opportunity through the expanding global experience economy, encompassing culture, entertainment, hospitality and immersive experiences, which is forecast to more than double in value by 2028, particularly amongst younger demographics.[footnoteRef:17] The West End is uniquely positioned to lead in this space, but only if the right policy and investment conditions are put in place. Overall, while London remains highly competitive internationally and continues to attract significant visitor volumes, maintaining and strengthening this position will require continued investment and policy support to ensure that growth in visitor numbers is matched by growth in visitor spend, dwell time and wider economic value. [17:  Allied Market Research via Chillwall, 2023. The Growth of the Experience Economy. https://blog.chillwall.com/2023/06/22/the-growthof-the-experience-economy/] 


1v) 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?

HOLBA does not support the introduction of an overnight visitor levy in London under current economic conditions and considers the proposal a significant risk to the competitiveness, viability and long term growth of the visitor economy. 

Businesses across the West End, particularly within the hotel and hospitality sectors, are already operating within one of the highest taxed tourism environments in Europe. Unlike competitor destinations such as France, Germany, Spain and Italy, the UK applies the full 20% VAT rate across accommodation, restaurants and attractions, placing tourism businesses at a clear international disadvantage. This is compounded by some of the world’s highest aviation taxes, rising business rates, increased National Insurance contributions, wage inflation and growing operating costs. Evidence from businesses indicates that while footfall and revenues may have broadly returned to pre-pandemic levels, profitability has not recovered and margins remain under severe pressure.

HOLBA’s position is that introducing an overnight levy at this time would further undermine London’s international competitiveness, risk reducing visitor demand and potentially distort the market by encouraging visitors to stay outside levy zones. This is particularly concerning given the growing international competition from European cities that are investing heavily in tourism, culture and visitor experience while simultaneously operating lower tourism tax regimes. The proposal would also place a substantial administrative and financial burden on accommodation providers. Hotels have raised serious concerns regarding compliance obligations, operational complexity, booking platform inconsistencies and the cost of collection, with industry evidence suggesting that the administrative burden associated with a £5 levy could amount to as much as 70% of the levy value itself.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Calculations included in HOLBA’s response to the Visitor Levy Consultation, February 2026] 


HOLBA is also concerned about the potential unintended consequences for the hospitality workforce. Many hotels now operate discretionary accommodation service charges distributed directly to staff through TRONC arrangements, and there is significant concern that visitors may prioritise payment of a mandatory levy over discretionary service charges, directly reducing earnings for frontline workers at a time when the sector is already facing acute recruitment and retention challenges.

If Government nevertheless chooses to proceed with a visitor levy, HOLBA believes there must be strict safeguards in place. Any levy must be transparently governed, nationally consistent, capped and administratively simple, with all commercially let accommodation treated equally to avoid market distortion. Crucially, all revenues must be fully hypothecated and reinvested directly into projects that support the visitor economy, including transport accessibility, public realm improvements, destination management, cultural programming, safety, cleansing and wider investment in the visitor experience. Business Improvement Districts should also play a formal role within governance structures to ensure levy revenues are targeted effectively and aligned with local economic priorities.

2) How effectively do government structures and working arrangements support the tourism sector? 

The West End functions as a single international destination, with visitors experiencing it as a connected cultural, hospitality and commercial environment rather than through the boundaries of individual boroughs, planning frameworks or licensing regimes. However, responsibility for the area is currently distributed across multiple governance, policy and operational structures, which can create complexity, inconsistency and uncertainty for businesses and investors.
This is particularly relevant in areas such as planning, licensing, transport, policing and public realm management, where greater coordination could support a more integrated approach to growth, investment and destination management.
HOLBA is currently engaging with the Greater London Authority, the local authorities of Westminster and Camden and other Business Improvement Districts to support recognition of the wider West End as a single International Centre within planning policy. A strengthened West End International Centre framework would provide a more coherent basis for coordinating investment, infrastructure, licensing, public realm and visitor economy policy across the district.
Comparable international cities have adopted similar approaches to managing high-performing experience economy districts. Cities such as New York and Sydney have introduced more coordinated governance and policy frameworks to support tourism, culture, hospitality and entertainment clusters at a strategic level.[footnoteRef:19] These models demonstrate the value of integrated place-based management in supporting long-term competitiveness and investment. [19:  The West End International Centre, Why London’s West End Needs a Bolder Approach To Unlocking Economic Growth, 2025] 

At a national level, VisitBritain and VisitEngland continue to play an important role in supporting the UK visitor economy. However, both organisations operate within comparatively constrained funding environments relative to a number of international competitors. This can limit the scale and consistency of international promotion, partnership activity and long-term strategic planning.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  https://www.visitbritain.org/our-annual-performance-and-reporting] 

There is also an opportunity to strengthen coordination between national tourism promotion and London-level destination marketing. London acts as the UK’s principal international gateway and, for many visitors, provides the starting point for wider travel across the country. Strengthening alignment between national and London-level promotion could therefore generate wider economic benefits across regional visitor economies.
For example, international visitors travelling onwards from London to destinations such as Edinburgh, Yorkshire or the Cotswolds contribute additional value through increased visitor spend, longer stays and wider regional tourism activity. More coordinated destination marketing and visitor strategies could help maximise these benefits.
HOLBA would encourage consideration of the following measures:
· Formal recognition and expanded definition of the West End as an International Centre within the London and Local Authority planning policy to support more coordinated governance and investment.
· Restoration of meaningful funding for Visit London to support an international promotional mandate.
· Stronger coordination between VisitBritain, VisitEngland and Visit London to ensure London’s international profile supports wider UK tourism growth.
· Continued partnership working between local authorities, national agencies, Business Improvement Districts and industry stakeholders to support long-term visitor economy growth.
A more coordinated governance and promotional framework would support investment confidence, improve strategic alignment and strengthen the long-term competitiveness of both London and the wider UK visitor economy.

[bookmark: Bookmark5]3) What opportunities exist to increase inward investment into tourism infrastructure and what changes may be needed to encourage it? 

Long-term inward investment in tourism, hospitality and cultural infrastructure is closely linked to confidence in the operating environment. Investment decisions relating to hotels, entertainment venues, public realm improvements and visitor attractions are typically capital-intensive and long-term in nature, requiring stability, policy clarity and confidence in future growth.
The West End continues to represent a highly attractive investment destination due to its international profile, concentration of cultural and commercial activity, connectivity and established visitor economy. Its combination of hospitality, retail, entertainment and cultural assets creates a unique experience economy cluster with significant long-term growth potential.
However, a number of factors are affecting investment confidence and limiting the scale of inward investment that London and the West End could otherwise attract. These include uncertainty surrounding business rates, the continued absence of VAT-free shopping for international visitors, complexity across planning and licensing frameworks and the lack of a coordinated London-wide investment and destination promotion strategy.
Together, these factors can create uncertainty for investors and reduce competitiveness relative to other international cities that are actively supporting tourism and experience economy investment through coordinated policy and infrastructure programmes.
HOLBA believes that greater policy certainty and stronger strategic coordination would support increased investment across hospitality, retail, leisure and cultural sectors. In particular, reform of the business rates system, consideration of VAT-free shopping and the development of a strengthened West End International Centre framework could help create a more supportive long-term investment environment.
HOLBA and its members already contribute significant private investment into the West End through Business Improvement District levy funding, supporting enhanced cleaning, greening, security, cultural programming and public realm management. These initiatives contribute directly to visitor experience, business confidence and the attractiveness of the area as an investment location.
Public investment also plays an important enabling role. Investment in transport accessibility, public realm and safety infrastructure can support increased footfall, visitor dwell time and commercial activity, helping to unlock wider private sector investment.
HOLBA would particularly encourage consideration of the following infrastructure priorities:
· Step-free access at Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square tube stations to improve accessibility and support visitor growth across two of the UK’s most internationally recognised destinations.
· Investment in public realm improvements in the West End. HOLBA’s Placemaking Programme identified 44 projects projected to deliver 14% employment growth and 122% GVA growth by 2040 compared to 5% and 104% respectively without intervention. Priority schemes include Charing Cross Road, St Martin’s Lane, development of a new Arts Quarter, Green Park, Piccadilly Gateway and Sackville Street.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Heart of London Placeshaping Strategy,2019, HOLBA & Publica] 

· Continued support for policing and partnership approaches that help address crime and anti-social behaviour in high-footfall visitor areas.
More broadly, continued investment in transport, public realm, safety and cultural infrastructure will be important to maintaining the West End’s competitiveness as a global visitor destination and supporting future inward investment across the wider experience economy.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  The Economic Case for Public Realm Investment in the Heart of London Area, Arup] 

 
[bookmark: Bookmark6]6ii) Are transport links, digital connectivity and cultural infrastructure adequate to support regional tourism growth? 

Transport and cultural infrastructure are fundamental components of the visitor economy and play a significant role in shaping the quality of the visitor experience. The experience of travelling to, from and within London directly influences visitor satisfaction, dwell time and spend, particularly in high-footfall destinations such as the West End. Accessibility, reliability and the quality of public spaces should therefore be considered integral to supporting tourism growth and international competitiveness. In global city centres, the experience economy and public realm increasingly function as core economic infrastructure, with evidence consistently demonstrating that street quality, pedestrian capacity and overall functionality directly influence footfall, dwell time and productivity.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Walpole’s ‘State of London Luxury’, 2025] 


Within the West End, demand has rebounded strongly and remains exceptionally high. Recent Transport for London data shows a significant concentration of trips within Central Activity Zones, while HOLBA research has identified districts operating above average visitor density.[footnoteRef:24] However, existing infrastructure and public realm constraints are increasingly limiting economic returns. Transport for London data also indicates that bus speeds remain below pre-pandemic levels, with congestion heavily concentrated in central London.[footnoteRef:25] Analysis from both the Greater London Authority and Transport for London identifies congestion as a significant drag on productivity, with visitor and trip growth increasingly outpacing network performance.[footnoteRef:26] Businesses across the West End report peak-time saturation, constrained dwell time and limited servicing capacity, all of which affect the quality and efficiency of the visitor experience. [24:  Area Performance Report March 2026, Heart of London Business Alliance]  [25:  Travel in London reports (2023–2025) and Mayor’s Transport Strategy – Evidence Base ]  [26:  Mayor’s Transport Strategy (2018)] 


At the same time, key accessibility challenges remain unresolved. Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square stations continue to lack step-free access, limiting accessibility for visitors with mobility needs, families with pushchairs and older visitors, and constraining the full visitor economy potential of two of London’s most internationally recognised destinations. The quality and management of pedestrian routes, including around Charing Cross Road, the Strand and connections between major cultural institutions, also have a direct impact on the visitor experience. Investment in public realm improvements, accessibility and wayfinding is therefore essential to maintaining the standards expected of a leading global destination and ensuring that key cultural and commercial areas remain attractive, accessible and easy to navigate.

HOLBA’s Placemaking Programme has been developed in response to these challenges and seeks to address the growing mismatch between visitor demand and the capacity of the West End’s public realm and transport infrastructure. The programme includes 44 projects projected to deliver 14% employment growth and 122% GVA growth by 2040, compared with 5% and 104% respectively without intervention. Priority schemes include improvements around Charing Cross Road, St Martin’s Lane, the proposed Arts Quarter, Green Park, Piccadilly Gateway and Sackville Street. [footnoteRef:27] Without targeted and sustained investment in transport accessibility and public realm infrastructure, there is a significant risk that continued high visitor demand will generate diminishing economic returns rather than sustained long term growth. [27:  Heart of London Placeshaping Strategy,2019, HOLBA & Publica] 


The West End’s cultural infrastructure, including theatres, galleries, cinemas, restaurants and public spaces, is one of the UK’s strongest international visitor assets and a major contributor to economic activity. Sustaining this offer requires an enabling policy environment, including:

· Business rates relief and support for cultural and hospitality venues facing increasing cost pressures.
· Ongoing investment in the public realm to support the quality, accessibility and attractiveness of cultural destinations.
· Planning and licensing frameworks that allow the cultural and experience economy to evolve in response to changing visitor expectations, including the growth of immersive and experiential formats.

HOLBA’s Art of London and Art After Dark programmes demonstrate the value of coordinated investment in cultural programming and public realm activation. Through free public art installations, late-night events and partnerships with cultural institutions, these programmes help increase footfall, support local businesses and strengthen the West End’s cultural offer for visitors and residents alike.[footnoteRef:28]
 [28:  https://holba.london/projects-campaigns/art-of-london-presents-art-after-dark] 

These initiatives also demonstrate the important role Business Improvement Districts can play in supporting cultural infrastructure and contributing to the wider visitor economy. With the right policy support and investment framework, partnerships between local authorities, cultural institutions, transport providers and BIDs can continue to strengthen London’s position as a leading international destination.

[bookmark: Bookmark7]7) How can the Government and tourism sector maximise the potential of cultural heritage and creative assets to attract visitors?

Culture and heritage are central to the UK’s international visitor offer and play a significant role in driving tourism, investment and economic activity. In the West End, theatres, galleries, museums, historic streets and a dense concentration of cultural experiences collectively form one of the UK’s strongest international attractions and contribute substantially to London’s global identity and competitiveness.

The experience economy is also an increasingly important driver of global tourism growth. International demand for cultural, immersive and experience-led destinations continues to increase, particularly amongst younger visitors seeking distinctive and place-based experiences. The West End is well positioned to benefit from this trend due to its concentration of cultural assets, creative industries and established visitor infrastructure.

London’s creative and cultural sectors already generate significant economic value. The West End theatre sector supports substantial visitor spend and wider economic activity across hospitality, retail and leisure; while emerging immersive and experiential sectors present additional opportunities for growth and innovation. Realising this potential requires a supportive policy and investment environment, including:

· A tax and business rates system that supports physical cultural and experiential businesses.
· Planning and licensing frameworks that enable innovation and the continued evolution of the evening and night-time economy.
· Effective international promotion of London’s cultural offer through coordinated destination marketing.
· Investment in public realm, transport accessibility and visitor infrastructure to ensure cultural destinations remain welcoming, safe and accessible.

HOLBA’s experience demonstrates the importance of partnership working in supporting cultural growth and enhancing the visitor economy. Collaboration between Business Improvement Districts, local authorities, cultural institutions, transport operators and national government helps deliver improvements to public realm, accessibility, cultural programming and visitor experience that no single organisation could achieve independently.

Partnership-led approaches of this kind should be recognised and supported within national policy frameworks. BIDs can play an important role in connecting national policy objectives with local delivery, helping to coordinate investment, cultural activity and place management at a district level.

The West End’s cultural and heritage assets are therefore not only important to London’s identity, but also to the UK’s wider economic competitiveness, international reputation and ability to attract visitors, investment and talent. Continued support for these sectors should be recognised as an important component of long-term visitor economy growth.







