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0. Executive summary
0.1. This inquiry submission is made by the New Economics Foundation, a charitable think tank. 
0.2. The great British holiday has been in a phase of sustained decline for two decades. A re-orientation has also taken place, moving activity away from small towns and the coast and into city breaks. We identify two main drivers: the sustained and systematic policy support, and effective subsidisation, of air travel, and the legacy of austerity and under-investment in the UK’s rural, cultural and social capital.
0.3. The air travel industry has benefitted from generous tax breaks and sustained political support for airport expansion. This, against a backdrop of above-inflation public transport fare rises, and higher costs faced by hospitality, has unbalanced household spending incentives and created a growing international travel spending deficit. This deficit has moved cash away from some of the UK’s most held-back seaside communities and cost jobs (particularly for young people) precisely where they are needed most. 
0.4. Alongside this, rural and coastal communities have been starved of investment. Public transport services have been cut back, fares have risen fast, and progress on vital infrastructure, such as east-west and coastal connectivity, has stalled. Productive investment is needed to reduce energy costs, improve digital access, and upskill workers and small tourism businesses. Boosting consumption in left-behind tourist destinations will create jobs, increase redistribution and crowd in private investment.
0.5. Over coming months, high aviation fuel costs may drive growth in domestic travel. But to lock-in and maximise this opportunity, government leadership is needed. Bold, structural change is required and a game-changing public investment package. In this briefing, we offer a range of potential policy approaches, starting with NEF’s core and most developed policy areas, and concluding with some novel and interesting areas for exploration. 
Aviation taxes must rise through introduction of a fair carbon price on air travel. Through a discount on an individual’s first flight of the year the family holiday should be protected. Tax revenues worth up to £6bn could be generated to fund a transformative domestic tourism package.
Business rates must be transformed, with a twin proposal that includes a new tax on landowners incentivising investment rather than land hoarding, and a much lower, property tax, that is fully devolved to local decision makers.
Public transport costs must come down, with a focus on rural, coastal, and small-town bus provision; rail fare simplification and holiday deals; improvements in passenger experience; and east-west rail infrastructure, alongside support for active travel and scaling-up shared mobility.
Cultural investment must increase, through increased local authority funding and control, and exploring creative policy options like a living income for artists and cultural workers and developing cultural infrastructure in deindustrialised regions and traditional domestic tourism locations.
Demand must be increased but smoothed out, this can be facilitated through school holiday staggering and expansion of leisure time through increased bank holidays and changes to working time norms.  





	



1. The disappearance of the great British holiday
1.1. The great British holiday has been in a phase of sustained decline for two decades. A brief respite during the Covid-19 era ended quickly. Between 2006-2024, despite real GDP per capita growth of around 9%, real domestic tourism spend per capita declined approximately 13% (Figure 1).
[bookmark: _Ref229492137]Figure 1: Real spend per-capita on overnight domestic tourism (2026 prices) and real GDP per-capita (CVM)

Source: NEF analysis of the Great Britain Tourism Survey. Survey methodology changed during the pandemic meaning pre and post-2020 comparisons should be treated with caution.
1.2. Recent data points to an acceleration in this decline. VisitBritain’s Great Britain Tourism Survey (GBTS) suggests that the number of nights spent on overnight leisure trips declined by 5% between 2024 and 2025, a fall of around 14m nights. Since 2022, 75m nights have been lost, a fall of 21%. In its 2021 tourism recovery plan the government set out its desire to “embed domestic travel as a sustained customer behaviour”.[footnoteRef:2] It has failed to deliver this. [2:  DCMS (2021) The Tourism Recovery Plan. Department for Culture, Media and Sport] 

1.3. The declines have not been evenly spread. The fall in activity is far greater on the coast, in small towns, and in the countryside. The number of leisure nights spent in these three destination categories declined by around 30% (65 million) between 2022 and 2025 (Figure 2). Real (i.e. inflation-adjusted) spending in these destinations was down 25% (£4.6bn) over the same period, while cities and large towns saw an increase in spending of 14% (£2.1bn). In only 12 months between Q3 2024 and Q3 2025 seaside and coastal destinations, many of them among the most deprived parts of the UK, lost £640m in domestic tourism spending, shedding £1.4bn since 2022.
1.4. With domestic tourism holding up better in cities and large towns than on the coast, certain regions are losing out more than others. As shown in Figure 2, the south-west has particularly lost out. Indeed, the latest data suggests that in 2025 the south-west lost its status as Britain’s favourite summer destination by trip numbers, and in 2024 it lost its status as recipient of the most summer overnight tourism spending.
[bookmark: _Ref230000442]Figure 2: Share of trips and spending on overnight domestic summer (i.e. Jul.-Sep.) tourism, top five UK regions/nations
Source: Great Britain Tourism Survey. 
Note: a methodology change during the Covid pandemic era means pre/post comparisons should be approached with caution. Relative comparisons, such as those shown, should remain informative.
2. Key drivers of decline
2.1. Many stakeholders will point to a concoction of cost increases that hospitality has faced in recent years as key drivers of domestic tourism’s decline. These include business rates changes, minimum wage rises, employer national insurance rises, and energy bill rises. The spectre of a visitor levy has also caused anxiety in the sector, but has yet to impact on costs. These real and potential costs create a direct burden for business, as well as a less tangible cost created by ongoing uncertainty and changing political and international environments. Different stakeholders (small vs large, north vs south) in the domestic tourism will experience different levels of exposure to these burdens. 
2.2. However, these recent pressures are not the primary reason that UK domestic tourism has faced two decades of decline. The most important factors are: (i) the sustained and systematic policy support, and effective subsidisation, of air travel, and (ii) the legacy of austerity and under-investment. Together, these have increased not just the cost of domestic tourism, but the relative cost and quality of the UK offering versus leisure spending alternatives.
3. Hospitality spending hasn’t gone, it’s moved overseas
3.1. Between 2006 and 2024, real annual per-capita household spend taking place overseas rose from around £800 to £1,030 in 2024 prices an increase of around 28%. This amounts to around £16bn of annual spending shifted overseas, during a period in which overall household incomes and expenditure have shown virtually no (real-terms) change. Of this overseas spend, around 60% typically takes place in hotels, restaurants, bars, and pubs. As this share has remained stable over time, we can deduce that real household spending on hospitality in foreign countries has also risen by around 28% since 2006.
Figure 3: Real annual per-capita spend overseas of UK residents

Source: NEF analysis of the International Passenger Survey
3.2. For many years the government’s tax and spend policies have created a harsh environment for hospitality and leisure. Austerity has starved domestic destinations of investment, public transport costs have risen far faster than inflation, and bus services have been cut. The public realm has declined, including loss of green spaces, cultural, and community infrastructure. By contrast the air travel sector has enjoyed generous tax breaks and sustained political support for airport expansion. Aviation’s biggest advantage is the exemption of air travel from VAT, fuel duty, and effective carbon taxation. These are estimated to be worth over £7bn per year.[footnoteRef:3] By contrast, the business rates relief for retail, hospitality, and leisure (RHL) properties was worth £1.5bn in 2025/26.[footnoteRef:4] Aviation also received its own temporary business rates relief package, worth a reported £1.4bn per year.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  See T&E (2023) ‘Tax exemptions saw Treasury lose £4.7 billion from aviation industry last year – study’ URL: https://www.transportenvironment.org/te-united-kingdom/articles/tax-exemptions-saw-treasury-lose-4-7-billion-from-aviation-industry-last-year-study ]  [4:  See Gov.UK (2025) ‘Business rates relief: 2025 to 2026 retail, hospitality and leisure scheme’ URL:https://www.gov.uk/guidance/business-rates-relief-202526-retail-hospitality-and-leisure-scheme]  [5:  The Guardian (1st February 2026) ‘Heathrow to receive £900 million business rates discount as hospitality sector demands equal support’ URL: https://www.theguardian.com/business/2026/feb/01/uk-business-rates-rachel-reeves-relief-fund-heathrow-hospitality ] 

3.3. In addition to a generous tax environment, government has provided strong political support for airport expansion. That support came against the advice of planning inspectors (in the Luton and Gatwick cases) and against the wishes of local authorities (in the Bristol, Stansted and London City cases). Alongside this has come strong support for public transport access to airports. The Elizabeth line connected to Heathrow, the Metrolink connected to Manchester Airport, the Edinburgh tram connected to Edinburgh airport, and the DART link was added to better connect Luton airport. These were necessary improvements, but they were delivered with high-level support, investment, and direction that has not been enjoyed by Britain’s left-behind domestic tourism destinations.
3.4. Taken together these government policies make up an extraordinary package of support for air travel, making international tourism cheaper and more competitive against domestic options. Today, around 30% of UK tourists heading overseas cite the fact that “overseas holidays are cheaper” as a factor in their decision.[footnoteRef:6] The net impact has been to send Brits abroad more so than to bring foreign spending in. The latest 12-months of data, to Q2 2025, suggests £54bn a year is exiting the UK as a result of our travel spending deficit. [6:  See Visit Britain (2026) ‘UK Domestic Travel Sentiment Tracker’: https://www.visitbritain.org/research-insights/domestic-sentiment-tracker ] 


4. Trading domestic for international tourism is a bad deal for left behind communities and regions
4.1. Far more travel spending leaves the UK than comes in. The macroeconomics of this trend, including its contribution to the UK’s current account deficit are complex and can be debated in other forums. There is however, a direct trade-off for UK highstreets. The Tourism Alliance suggests that every 1% increase in the cost of travelling overseas increases UK domestic tourism earnings by 0.8%.[footnoteRef:7] In other words, interventions like tax exemptions and airport expansions reduce the cost of flying abroad and reduce spending in UK domestic tourism as a consequence. This relationship was outlined as far back as 2006 in research by analysts at the Civil Aviation Authority.[footnoteRef:8] What is often under-considered, is how this trade-off plays out geographically. [7:  Tourism Alliance (2025) UK Tourism Facts and Figures 2025.]  [8:  Njegovan, N. (2006) Elasticities of demand for leisure air travel: A system modelling approach. Journal of Air Transport Management, 12: 33-39] 

Figure 4: Share of incoming foreign visitor spend by region, and share of incoming overnight domestic tourism spend by region.

Source: NEF analysis of Great Britain Tourism Survey and International Passenger Survey
4.2. London and the south-east capture the lion’s share of all incoming foreign travel spending, at around 75%. Indeed, London is the only region of the UK operating a travel surplus, bringing more travel spending in than it sends out. Meanwhile the UK’s wider regions have seen their travel deficits grow rapidly. Domestic tourism is far more evenly spread across the country than incoming foreign spend, with London and the south-east capturing just 32%. Domestic tourism is a vehicle for redistribution taking spend to some of the UK’s most held-back communities.
5. Change must be structural
5.1. The age of sticking plaster solutions must come to an end, structural reform is essential. Concessions like the business rates discount offered to pubs and music venues will make a very minor short-term contribution but will not solve the systemic problems facing high streets, hospitality and domestic tourism.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  BBC (29th January 2026) ‘Pubs to get business rates cut as government faces high street pressure’ URL: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cg5gpe3jdl9o ] 

Spreading peak demand
5.2. The staggering of school holidays is a policy that has been debated on-and-off for many years in the UK, but action has always stalled. School holiday staggering can make the family holiday, particularly a domestic holiday, significantly cheaper. It also supports the hospitality industry as it ameliorates revenue troughs and peak-season pressures by widening holiday seasons. School holiday staggering is common in comparable Western European countries. Germany, France, Austria and the Netherlands all stagger holidays by geography. Arguments for holiday staggering include more consistent and smoothed revenue for the tourism industry, use of tourism infrastructure throughout the year, longer employment opportunities and relief for businesses, services and workers strained during concentrated peaks, increased affordability for domestic tourists (through reduction of peak-season price inflation) and lower transport congestion and crowding.[footnoteRef:10] NEF has not yet conducted detailed policy analysis on the proposal, but recommend careful consideration as part of a transformative domestic tourism policy package. [10:  See Eurochambres (2026) ‘Eurochambres position on coordination of school holidays to strengthen tourism’ URL: https://www.eurochambres.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Eurochambres-position-on-coordination-of-school-holidays-to-strengthen-tourism.pdf ] 

Increasing leisure time
5.3. The extension of the weekend for mill workers through the 1850 Factory Act and the introduction of four bank holidays through the Bank Holidays Act 1871 expanded paid leisure time and with it expanded the accessibility of domestic tourism for the masses. Combined with a period of railway expansion and increased affordability, the stimulating impact on British tourism, in particular at budding seaside resorts, in the subsequent years was immense.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  See: Historic England (2019) ‘The Serious Business of Holidaymaking’ URL: https://historicengland.org.uk/whats-new/research/back-issues/the-serious-business-of-holidaymaking/ ] 

5.4. Past NEF analysis has found that the UK works among the longest hours of any country in north-western Europe, with Germany leading the way in terms of the fewest average annual hours worked – a full 13% lower (NEF analysis based on OECD data) compared with those in the UK (both cause and effect of Germany’s higher levels of productivity). The UK continues to offer some of the lowest numbers of bank holidays of any major economy. Previous NEF analysis of Bank of England data found, since the 1980s productivity gains in the economy have not translated to significant increases in leisure time.[footnoteRef:12] This deficit could either be addressed through working time regulations and norms, or through creation of additional bank holidays. [12:  NEF (2019) ‘Increases in leisure time have decoupled from productivity increases’ URL: https://neweconomics.org/2019/09/increases-in-leisure-time-have-decoupled-from-productivity-increases ] 

6. Aviation taxes must rise for frequent flyers and the wealthy
6.1. The domestic tourism conundrum cannot be solved without addressing the effective subsidisation of outbound tourism which distorts consumer behaviour. UK air travel is exempt from both VAT and fuel duty, and pays no carbon tax on flights to destinations outside of Europe. Net of Air Passenger Duty (APD), the industry receives tax relief worth over £7bn per year.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  T&E (2021) ‘Tax exemptions saw Treasury lose £4.7 billion from aviation industry last year – study’ URL: https://www.transportenvironment.org/te-united-kingdom/articles/tax-exemptions-saw-treasury-lose-4-7-billion-from-aviation-industry-last-year-study ] 

6.2. Despite this effective subsidy, low-income households use only a tiny share of the UK’s air capacity. The majority is taken by a small number of ultra-frequent flyers. Indeed, NEF analysis suggests that individuals (just 3% of the population), who fly six or more times per year, captured around half of the new air capacity added in the past two decades.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  NEF (2025) ‘Introducing: the ultra-frequent flyer’ URL: https://neweconomics.org/2025/06/introducing-the-ultra-frequent-flyer ] 

6.3. A tax system is needed that puts a fair price on the climate impact of flying, while protecting the family holiday. We do not seek to prevent occasional foreign travel, but need to rebalance the incentives so that individuals taking multiple leisure trips shift to domestic destinations. Airport expansion and tax reliefs are a particularly important factor in sending the UK’s wealthiest residents living in London and the South East overseas instead of to the UK’s wider regions.
6.4. NEF has developed a comprehensive package of aviation tax reforms that are aligned with current policy objectives and could better ensure that social (and business) air travel needs are fairly met while supporting the wider tourism economy and respecting ecological limits.[footnoteRef:15] These policies aim to make the fairness of the green transition explicit while not increasing the costs faced by households who fly once a year for a family holiday. Key elements include:  [15:  NEF (2025) ‘Flying fair’ URL: https://neweconomics.org/2025/05/flying-fair ] 

· Offering a “first-flight” discount to all UK residents to protect the family holiday.
· Levying a carbon tax on non-EU routes to enforce the polluter pays principle and eliminate the incentive to travel further afield.
· Increasing emissions charges on EU routes such that they align with the government’s Jet Zero strategy. 
· Significantly increasing charges on luxury travel to correct the incredibly low proportionate ticket taxes applied on the most damaging forms of travel.
· Implementing a new charge on the tax return of ultra-frequent flyers taking six or more flights per year to encourage sustainable choices from extreme emitters.
6.5. The package proposed delivers a highly progressive distributional impact with features similar to the frequent flyer levy (FFL) argued for by NEF previously. This is secured in a manner that is easier for government to administer, and more visibly targets the most excessive forms of luxury air travel. The package of policy measures presented could raise up to £6bn per year in tax revenues and deliver up to a 28% reduction in aviation CO2 emissions by 2030. These benefits are secured without any net change to the price of a UK resident’s first short-haul flight of the year. Tax revenues raised could create a ‘war chest’ of funds for investment into the domestic tourism industry.
7. Business rates must be transformed
7.1. The current business rates system penalises investment and incentivises land and property hoarding. It also over-charges businesses in the UK’s wider regions, where land and property are cheaper. Taken together, the current system is a barrier to business investment and the (re)distribution of spending to the wider regions of the UK. The current government committed to replacing business rates in its manifesto, but has yet to deliver.
7.2. NEF’s proposal for replacing business rates represents a twin proposal.[footnoteRef:16] We advocate replacement of business rates with (i) a new tax on land-owners, that incentivises investment instead of land-hoarding that replaces 80% of the value originally generated by Business Rates. We also advocate creation of a much lower business tax (ii), that is fully devolved to local decision makers, that raises the remaining 20% of current business rates revenue (such that the proposal is cost-neutral).  [16:  NEF (2023) ‘A taxing problem’ URL: https://neweconomics.org/2023/11/a-taxing-problem ] 

7.3. The key aims and advantages of the scheme are to give more local control, and create a stronger business investment incentive. Local control is needed to allow areas to develop specialised tourism offers, fostering growth in key markets such as green/wild tourism, music and comedy, children’s play and the arts. The proposal also delivers a redistribution of wealth from high-land-value areas (primarily in the south-east) to low-land value areas – this would boost the competitiveness of domestic destinations. NEF’s proposals would create a more progressive system, lowering the burden on high streets and hospitality in held-back areas, like many of our once thriving coastal destinations. 
8. Public transport costs must come down and links must improve
8.1. Surface transport remains a structural barrier to support regional tourism growth, particularly as transport costs have risen far faster than inflation. National Travel Survey data (Figure 5) shows that the car consistently remains the main mode of transportation for domestic holiday trips, including day trips, with public transportation falling far behind. This dominance of the private car in domestic tourism and leisure travel not only carries significant environmental costs, contributing to poor air quality and road congestion, but also excludes an estimated one in four households without car access, disproportionately lower-income and disabled people, from considering a domestic holiday trip.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Gov.UK (2025) ‘NTS 2024: Household car availability and trends in car trips’ URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-travel-survey-2024/nts-2024-household-car-availability-and-trends-in-car-trips ] 




[bookmark: _Ref230018513]Figure 5: Domestic tourism mode share by distance (2010-2024 average)

Source: NEF analysis of the National Travel Survey
Bus fares must come down and service provision must improve
8.2. Buses remain the most used form of public transport in England. Outside of London, however, local buses have experienced a gradual provision decline, with local bus mileage falling by 28%, on average, since 2005.[footnoteRef:18] This figure being even more accentuated in regions in the midlands and north of England, with rural areas and more deprived communities bearing a disproportionate share of the cuts.[footnoteRef:19] This has a significant impact not only on the welfare of the impacted communities themselves, but on the local economies benefitting from regional tourists, such as market towns, coastal communities and national parks. The withdrawal of bus services can severely impact the access to these destinations to non-car visitors. Additionally, inadequate rural, coastal, and small-town bus provision encourages domestic tourism to over-concentrate in key hotspots, particularly London, and other counties such as Cumbria, Devon or North Yorkshire.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Gov.UK (2025) ‘Bus statistics data tables’ URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/bus-statistics-data-tables#local-bus-vehicle-distance-travelled-bus02 ]  [19:  IPPR (2025) ‘Revealed: Bus cuts hit deprived areas the hardest’ URL: https://www.ippr.org/media-office/revealed-bus-cuts-hit-deprived-areas-the-hardest ]  [20:  VisitBritain (2026) ‘England domestic tourism: regional and sub-regional data’ URL: https://www.visitbritain.org/research-insights/england-domestic-tourism-regional-and-subregional-data ] 

8.3. Rebuilding local bus networks, as well as addressing current affordability concerns would create new opportunities for people to access domestic travel. The £2 fare cap introduced in 2023 was found to have a relatively greater impact on leisure trips compared to other purposes, particularly long-distance journeys due to the perceived value-for-money provided.[footnoteRef:21] The increase in the cap to £3 put buses back on a trajectory of significantly-above-inflation fare rises that has sustained for two decades. The Bus Services Act 2025 provides a legislative framework for local transport authorities to pursue improvements,[footnoteRef:22] though the pace and geographic coverage of delivery will depend significantly on local authority funding capacity.   [21:  Frontier Economics (2025) ‘Evaluation of the first 10 months of the £2 bus fare cap’ URL: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/681b355b9ef97b58cce3e4e0/evaluation-of-the-first-10-months-of-the-2-bus-fare-cap.pdf ]  [22:  Gov.UK (2025) ‘New era of better buses: landmark Bus Bill becomes law’ URL: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-era-of-better-buses-landmark-bus-bill-becomes-law ] 

Rail fares must come down and east-west, coastal, connectivity must improve
8.4. Rail transport is particularly suited for mid- and long-distance domestic travel, being the most used public transport mode for domestic tourism for longer trips than a day. Yet, it faces persistent issues with affordability, accessibility and high demand. This makes it difficult for domestic tourists to reliably choose rail against the convenience of the car or, alternatively, to travelling abroad or not at all. 
8.5. Rail fares in the UK are amongst the highest in Europe, with passenger experience and restrictions on cycle carriage further limiting the practical utility for leisure travellers.[footnoteRef:23] Leisure travellers, who are typically unable to commit to advance bookings, face the steepest costs through walk-up pricing, and the complexity of the current ticketing system, with an estimated 55 million different types of tickets available, limits the flexibility and convenience potential for leisure rail travel.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  T&E (2024) ‘Eurostar and UK trains hit the brakes at the bottom of Europe’s rail rankings’ URL: https://www.transportenvironment.org/te-united-kingdom/articles/eurostar-and-uk-trains-hit-the-brakes-at-the-bottom-of-europes-rail-rankings ]  [24:  Campaign for Better Transport (2026) ‘Rail’ URL: https://bettertransport.org.uk/better-transport/rail/ ] 

8.6. The level of oversubscription, particularly in key intercity and regional routes (i.e., Leicester, Sheffield, Newcastle, Reading and London) which are at or beyond capacity during peak leisure periods (i.e., summer weekends and bank holidays) discourage users from repeat use and confidence in rail as a reliable leisure option. In some cases, capacity might be increased by running more or longer trains in the short-term across some operators (such as in the reinstatement of a previous frequency of service).
8.7. Tapping into the potential for adoption of domestic rail travel through fare simplification and offers, as well as improvements in passenger experience (i.e., ease of booking and reliability) would provide significant incentives for people to choose domestic tourist destinations. More importantly, addressing current affordability issues with rail travel should be a priority, without which improvements to ticketing simplicity and passenger experience are unlikely to shift domestic travel at the scale desired. 
Active travel and shared mobility have a role to play
8.8. Active travel represents a significant and underexploited opportunity for a regional tourism strategy. As shown in the impact assessment of the Department for Transport’s  Local Sustainable Transport Fund, projects to improve sustainable leisure travel offers (i.e., reduced car use and promotion of bus use, cycling and walking) led to increased visitors and an increase in business volume.[footnoteRef:25] As NTS data shows, in terms of day trips, cycling stands out as the most common mode of transport after cars. Active travel access to natural and cultural heritage sites should be improved, and doing so will increase the contribution of domestic tourism to the local and rural tourist economy.  [25:  DfT (2017) ‘Impact of the Local Sustainable Transport Fund: summary report’ URL: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/886152/local-sustainable-transport-fund-impact-summary-report-document.pdf ] 

8.9. Shared mobility also has a particular role in addressing the gap for those unable to start or end their journey through rail or bus in urban/sub-urban settings and widen the accessibility to domestic tourist destinations. Car clubs and shared e-bikes provide flexible, low-cost alternatives to car ownership, cutting large, fixed costs (insurance, maintenance, and tax). As such, a state-led national strategy to scale social electric vehicle leasing would benefit domestic mobility and improve geographical and affordable access to leisure travel. The success of France’s national social leasing scheme, launched in 2024 presents a useful precedent.
9. Funding and infrastructure investment must rise
9.1. Our domestic tourism destinations, particularly those in rural and coastal communities have been starved of investment. Much of the success of a tourism destination comes not just from the facilities available to tourists, but the strength of the local community, its heritage and identity. To bring people back to these communities there is a need to rebuild and sustain the local character and community, including their own ‘sense of place’. While the government has made moves to improve local authority funding, including with schemes such as ‘Pride in Place’ their resources remain far below historic levels and insufficient to restore lost ‘cultural infrastructure’.
9.2. Coastal communities have particular infrastructure needs, with remoteness or distance from major cities often putting them at the bottom of the queue for much needed transport improvements or broadband access. The National Infrastructure Commission should be instructed to make recommendations to assess and set out a plan to deliver a rapid improvement in the infrastructure of coastal areas, including the retrofitting of buildings on the coast; improvements in mobile phone coverage and broadband connection; improving grid infrastructure to support decentralised energy generation; physical infrastructure; coastal defences; and public transport, including making the most of maritime routes to connect different areas of the coast (e.g. ports, harbours and ferry networks).[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  NEF (2026) ‘Blue New Deal’ URL: https://neweconomics.org/campaigns/blue-new-deal ] 

9.3. There are opportunities to make strategic investments to reduce energy costs for small tourism businesses and improve their resilience to the overlapping shocks the economy experiences in this era. Government support to develop decentralised energy generation and upgrade the electricity grid would be a welcome step. The strategic coastal location of many tourist destinations should make cheap energy easier to provide. 
9.4. As well as investing in improvements in mobile phone coverage and broadband connection, there is a role for government to catalyse digital and other skills in rural and coastal areas so small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) tourism businesses can capitalise on the opportunities that digitalisation offers. SMEs need hands-on and accessible support and training across a range of areas – technology, management, marketing, social media, and resilience to risks, such as climate change. Government should work with industry and training centres to provide this.
9.5. Research by the National Coastal Tourism Academy has shown that business support and training initiatives for coastal tourism businesses must be bite-sized, available online, or run at times to accommodate different types of businesses. Support should also be available to help businesses improve the quality of tourism jobs on offer, for example through greater employee engagement, and the development of career progression pathways.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  NEF (2026) ‘Blue New Deal’ URL: https://neweconomics.org/campaigns/blue-new-deal ] 



Investing in cultural innovation
9.6. In comparable Western European economies, income support for artists is the norm, either through direct income support or through the social security system. Closest to home, in Ireland the basic income for artists (BIA) Scheme provides qualifying artists with a €325 per week basic income to address the precarity of those working in the arts and to stimulate economic activity.[footnoteRef:28] Analysis of the pilot scheme found “for every €1 of public money invested in the pilot, society received €1.39 in return” and “the net cost of the BIA pilot went from €105m to under €72m due to tax generated and savings on social welfare payments”.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Gov.IE (2026) ‘Basic Income for the Arts Scheme 2026 – 2029: FAQ’ URL: https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-culture-communications-and-sport/publications/basic-income-for-the-arts-scheme-2026-2029-faq/ ]  [29: Gov.IE (2026) ‘Basic Income for the Arts pilot produced over €100 million in Social and Economic Benefits’ URL: https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-culture-communications-and-sport/press-releases/basic-income-for-the-arts-pilot-produced-over-100-million-in-social-and-economic-benefits/ ] 

9.7. The BIA scheme built on a history of support for cultural workers; Ireland has had an artist’s tax exemption since 1969. Income from qualifying creative work, including theatre, musical composition and physical art, is exempt from tax up to €50k.[footnoteRef:30] In Germany, the Artists’ Social Security Fund (1983-) is a targeted social security scheme for self-employed artists. Company and state contributions mean self-employed artists pay half of the normal social insurance contributions.[footnoteRef:31] France has a targeted unemployment regime for performing artists, musicians and technicians. The régime des salariés intermittents du spectacle scheme provides unemployment benefit coverage for cultural workers in between projects.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Revenue.IE (ND) ‘Artist Exemption Guidelines’ URL: https://www.revenue.ie/en/personal-tax-credits-reliefs-and-exemptions/documents/artist-exemption-guidelines.pdf ]  [31:  OECD (2018) ‘The Future of Social Protection’ URL: https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/the-future-of-social-protection_9789264306943-en/full-report/component-8.html ]  [32:  ETUI (2026) ‘The art of managing the intermittent artist status in France’ URL: https://www.etui.org/publications/art-managing-intermittent-artist-status-france ] 

Cultural regeneration
9.8. Relocating, or establishing, cultural institutions in deindustrialised areas has been another regeneration method employed in comparable European economies. In France there have been several cultural and tourism regeneration initiatives in deindustrialised areas, this includes the relocation of cultural institutions such as a branch of the Louvre to a former mining region.[footnoteRef:33] Germany leveraged the industrial heritage of the Ruhr Valley, a former coal and steel region, to establish cultural attractions including restoring former mining sites – resulting in one mine being accredited UNESCO World Heritage status.[footnoteRef:34] [footnoteRef:35] Any policy to develop cultural infrastructure must curb the negative effects of gentrification, prevent displacement of locals and ensure the precarity of cultural and seasonal workers is addressed - this includes having appropriate levels of social housing in these areas.  [33:  Borin, E., & Paunović, I. (2015). The case of Louvre-Lens: Regional regeneration through cultural innovation. In Resources as a factor of tourism destination competitiveness: Proceedings of SITCON 2015. Singdunum University. ]  [34:  See: Ruhrmuseum, ‘Zollverein UNESCO World Heritage Site’ https://ruhrmuseum.de/en/locations/locations-at-zollverein/zollverein-unesco-world-heritage-site]  [35:  Arora, A., & Schroeder, H. (2022). How to avoid unjust energy transitions: Insights from the Ruhr region. Energy, Sustainability and Society, 12, 19. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13705-022-00345-5] 
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