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Introduction
SOLT & UK Theatre welcome the Culture, Media and Sport Committee’s Tourism inquiry which is an opportunity to highlight measures that the UK Government can take to unleash the full potential of the theatre industry. UK theatre is a globally competitive asset at the heart of the UK’s tourism offer, driving high-value international visitors and strengthening the UK’s cultural soft power. Theatre is a key component of the creative industries; one of eight sectors identified as the UK’s fastest growing in the Industrial Strategy. In 2025 SOLT & UK Theatre venues hosted more than 37 million attendances. 
The West End attracts more than two million more people each year than the entire Premier League, and nearly three million more than Broadway. In a market saturated with digital choice, audiences continue to opt for the shared, in-person experience.
The economic benefit that the theatre industry brings reaches far and wide beyond our members’ venues. For every £1 spent on a theatre ticket, another £1.40 is spent in the local economy, contributing to our hospitality, retail and transport industries. 
But the costs of producing and touring theatre are rising across the board. For example, in 2021, the RSC and Playful Productions brought The Mirror and the Light to the West End, featuring 24 actors, full period costume and a large technical team. In 2025, the same producers mounted Born with Teeth, a markedly smaller production in cast size (featuring just two actors), staging, and physical scale. Yet both productions cost roughly the same to produce and operate on a weekly basis. This structural cost inflation means that the financial floor of producing theatre has risen sharply, and with it the barrier to scale and risk. 
Summary of interventions to help to boost domestic and international tourism
1. Expand Theatre Tax Relief for Touring to include operating costs
2. Ensure any future Overnight Visitor Levy works for culture
3. Position Theatre as a key tourist attraction via Destination Management Organisations
4. Build a more flexible skills system
5. Review the impact of Tax-Free Shopping for International Visitors


1. Expand Theatre Tax Relief for Touring to include operating costs
Theatre Tax Relief (TTR) has been fundamental in enabling UK theatre to be world-leading and innovative. Our research shows that the tax relief has resulted in the sector delivering more and bigger productions, bolder programming, building more robust talent pipelines and reaching more audiences. This has created a more vibrant and dynamic theatre sector that drives economic growth while delivering transformative social good. TTR makes the UK a prime destination for foreign direct investment, encouraging major US-brand stage adaptations like Back to the Future the Musical and Stranger Things to premiere here, employing British talent and generating ongoing economic benefit to HM Treasury through licensing and tours. These major premieres would not have taken place in the UK without the current rates of TTR. 
Over the past two years, the cost base for touring has risen sharply, far outpacing inflation. Fuel, freight, accommodation, and casual staff costs have all increased significantly - further compounded by changes to National Insurance - while revenues have struggled to keep pace. Venue closures and reduced programming mean some organisations are now scaling back or ceasing touring altogether - directly undermining cultural access and local economic activity.
Unlike London or resident runs, the UK’s touring productions must repeatedly absorb high move costs without benefiting from economies of scale. The current TTR framework does not adequately reflect this reality. Touring productions typically allocate a far greater share of their budgets to ongoing running costs - such as transport, accommodation, per diems, and local crew - rather than to up-front capitalisation. 
Consequently, the effective value of TTR to a touring show is substantially lower than for a static or West End production of equivalent scale. This disparity directly affects who gets to experience theatre and undermines the Government’s Arts Everywhere agenda. The very places already underserved or marginalised are penalised twice - first by geography, and again by fiscal design.
SOLT & UK Theatre are therefore calling for TTR for touring to be expanded to include operating costs such as travel, living away allowances, and load-in and load-out costs. This intervention would help to widen the geographic reach of UK theatre touring.
2. Ensure any future Overnight Visitor Levy works for culture
With regard to proposals for an Overnight Visitor Levy, SOLT & UK Theatre is calling for an explicit cultural focus to be built into the levy because there are concerns amongst our membership that the levy could deter audiences from visiting their venues. To help offset our members’ concerns we are calling for any future levy to include: 
a) A strong, explicit cultural focus - 100% ringfenced for culture;
b) A genuinely additional investment in culture including cultural infrastructure and not a replacement for existing funding streams;
c) Strong governance including clear consultation duties with cultural stakeholders;
d) Transparent revenue use;
e) Cultural workforce exemption

3. Position Theatre as a key tourist attraction via Destination Management Organisations
Whilst Destination Management Organisations such as VisitBritain and VisitEngland do reference theatre, they could do more to proactively showcase our world-leading performing arts sector, theatre productions and performing arts festivals. We ask that DCMS work to secure standalone promotions of productions and collaborations targeted at international tourists via tourism platforms. 
We therefore propose standalone promotions of UK premieres, such as the recent world opening of The Greatest Showman at the Bristol Hippodrome and performing arts festivals such as the Edinburgh Fringe, the world’s largest performing arts festival which in 2025 saw 301 venues host 53,942 performances from artists representing 62 countries. 
We welcome recent developments in 2026 such as the GREAT initiative’s film collaboration with the Wall Street Journal which showcases theatre leaders from both sides of the Atlantic, highlighting the enduring creative and commercial exchange between the US and the UK. The piece features playwright James Graham reflecting on what it means to bring distinctly British work to American audiences and how it has enhanced his own writing, while National Theatre director Indhu Rubasingham explores why U.S. demand for British storytelling continues to grow. 

4. Build a more flexible skills system
SOLT & UK Theatre are working through the Creative Industries Council to inform the development of the Jobs Plan for the creative industries to help shape a skills system that can unlock the full potential of the theatre industry. Whilst not part of the tourism workforce itself, the theatre industry’s workforce, in particular the artists, producers and technicians working in touring theatre, play a crucial role in bringing live performance to audiences across the UK. As outlined in ACE’s State of Touring report, many performers and crew develop their skills by participating in touring, making it a vital entry point into the sector. 
We welcome the Government’s continued focus on apprenticeships and youth employment. However, we continue to call for an apprenticeship system that responds more flexibly to the needs of the creative industries. Theatre needs a range of portable and modular apprenticeship options that reflect how our sector works, including project-based employment, freelance careers, touring, and seasonal production cycles. Alongside opportunities for young people to enter the industry, we also need targeted support for employers seeking to address mid-career skills shortages. These gaps are already affecting theatre production, technical roles, and the wider creative workforce pipeline. 
5. Review the impact of Tax-Free Shopping for International Visitors
Opportunities for tax-free shopping are a key consideration for visitors to the UK as visitors often combine cultural consumption, such as theatre trips, with shopping. SOLT & UK Theatre therefore support calls for a review of the impact of tax-free shopping, particularly of extending the scheme to EU residents. Research from the Association of International Retail shows that whilst the UK remains a top ten international visitor destination, it is facing increasing competition from traditional and emerging destinations. 


Read our latest Theatre in the UK report.





