CMS Committee – Tourism Consultation
Evidence sources 
· ALVA
· SOLT
· VisitBritain
  
In summary, the RSC’s key points are: 
Culture and heritage are vibrant and valuable elements of the UK's domestic and international tourism landscape - 39% of tourists choose destinations based on their cultural offer. Yet too often policy and tourism strategy focusses on destination tourism, such as London. In fact, the capital accounts for 77% of international spend, with 15.5m average annual overnight trips. This means there is huge, untapped potential for regional growth, jobs and opportunities, if the Government and organisations like VisitBritain were to take a coordinated and strategic approach to culture tourism, particularly across the UK. 
· Culture is a tool that can and should be used to drive tourism. This should also support broader ambitions of inclusive, regional growth. 
· The government should view Tourism as a mechanism for boosting soft power, and therefore any strategies looking to achieve this should consider tourism and culture, within them. 
· Tourism supports many key government agendas including growth and opportunity missions, it can support regional renewal and bring valuable social, educational and community benefits.
· Tourism and culture play a vital role in global soft power and particularly in an increasingly shifting and unstable international context, they can play an important role. 
· Currently, cultural assets are under-exploited to maximise tourism potential. 
· To fully exploit cultural assets, a joined-up approach is needed for enabling infrastructures including transport, nighttime and visitor economies, particularly for destinations outside of London. 
· This involves working collaboratively with bodies such as VisitBritain, VisitEngland, Destination Management Organisations and Local Visitor Economy Partnerships and local and regional governments. 
· The UK would be more internationally competitive if tourism was less concentrated on London for visitors.
· Specific policy interventions that can boost tourism include:
· Transport infrastructure from tourism ‘landing hubs’ such as London and its airports, that are connected to culture and heritage assets across the country.
· Investment in tourism destinations outside of London to enhance transport infrastructure and public realm in those areas. For example, Stratford-upon-Avon in the heart of Warwickshire and the Midlands provides an excellent example of a destination for tourists with major cultural attractions but is hampered by limited transport infrastructure and the need for greater investment in public realm. 
· Visitor levy, as long as a proportion of this is ringfenced to support the development of cultural assets and is used to increase investment in culture through enabling greater infrastructure, with Metro Mayors given the power to distribute and manage. 
· The Society of London and UK Theatre (SOLT) and The Association of Large Visitor Attractions have called for reintroducing tax-free shopping for overseas visitors to promote greater international competitiveness for visitors considering destinations, which we support. 

Culture as a driver for tourism
The RSC is a leading global theatre company that sparks local, national and international conversations that build connections, create opportunities and bring joy. At the RSC, we had 1,507,929 attendances, online and in person, attracting audiences from Ardgay to Tintagel, and from at least 87 different countries in 2024/25.

We know that culture is a crucial driver of tourism: 39% of tourists choose destinations based on their cultural offer. Arts Council England reports that arts and culture contribute £10.6 billion to the UK economy.

But culture can do more. To unleash its potential, there needs to be a joined-up approach to enabling infrastructure including transport and the nighttime and visitor economies for visitor destinations outside of London. This means reliable, efficient and safe public transport that connects culture and tourism hubs, interventions that incentivise domestic and international visitors, and interventions to support vibrant communities where hospitality and culture is integrated to create experiences that bring connections and joy.

Context

The Association of Large Visitor Attractions reports that tourism is worth £147 billion, or 5% of the national economy and 4% of the UK’s GDP, employing 2.4 million jobs and it generated £52 billion in tax revenues for the UK Government. VisitBritain reports that tourism is worth £147bn annually to the UK – five percent of the economy – and supports more than one in every 15 jobs, with 175,000 new jobs expected by 2030. Thirty-nine per cent of international visitors cite the UK’s history and culture as their primary reason for coming. This rises to four out of five people who visit London. Additionally, the Association of Large Visitor Attractions reports that visitor attractions saw a 3.4% rise in visitor numbers in 2024. 
Regionally for the RSC, the West Midlands Growth Company reports that there were over 145 million visitors in 2023 to the West Midlands, who generated £16 billion for the local economy (up 15% from the previous year). Culture, the arts and heritage are the primary reasons leisure visitors come to the UK; they are our global soft power.
But England, compared with other countries, has a tourism sector that is largely concentrated in the capital city.  The capital accounts for 77% of international spend, with 15.5m average annual overnight trips, dwarfing other cities like Manchester (4.1m) or destinations like Stratford-upon-Avon with 224,000 trips from overseas visitors. The UK would be more internationally competitive if tourism was less concentrated on London for visitors. London is also an outlier in comparison to other European capitals in terms of the high percentage of tourists it attracts; therefore, if we want a more balanced visitor economy, we will need an intentional designation of tourism hubs where investment can be focused. DCMS has quoted over 50% of UK visitors as going to London compared to other capital cities which attract between 10%-30% of visitors.

The RSC, and its home in Stratford-upon-Avon is a key example of one such regional asset with huge untapped tourism potential. Improved transport infrastructure across the West Midlands and between transport hubs such as London and Birmingham would increase footfall through the RSC’s venues and boost the local economy. The RSC and wider regional tourism assets, attract tourists as a hub in the Midlands outside of the capital, but we could attract more and encourage even more growth to the local economy if our hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon were better connected to wider destinations like Birmingham and London, and if the transport infrastructure in the West Midlands enabled easier travel around the region. 

There is currently a lack of recognised or supported tourism hubs outside of London with the supporting infrastructure to be an internationally competitive tourist destination. Despite welcoming visitors from around the world each year, one of the main barriers to tourism hubs outside of London like Stratford-upon-Avon, is the lack of connectivity and interconnected infrastructure to encourage international visitors to travel beyond London. Investment in transport in Bath, for example, where there are UNESCO World Heritage Sites, including improved rail links, pedestrianization, and bus infrastructure, have helped to manage and invest in tourism and the 6 million visitors a year. Similar investment in tourism hubs across the country could support similar growth in other areas, as would investment in public realm, including wayfinding. 

At the RSC, 47% of our audiences are from the West Midlands, despite the lack of public transport options available across the region. Our South Warwickshire region had 9.9-million-day trips and 224,000 of those trips were from overseas visitors, marking a six per cent rise. As a leading global theatre company that is part of the local, national and international conversations, we attract audiences from around the world to our hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon, and in our touring work across the UK and globally. 

In 2024, Stratford-upon-Avon saw 120,000 overnight trips from international visitors, and to the South Warwickshire region, there were 224,000 trips from overseas visitors marking a six per cent rise, which was a larger year-on-year increase in trips from overseas visitors compared to domestic, and 724,000 domestic overnight trips seeing a three per cent annual rise. 

Visitor Levy

The RSC is supportive of the proposed mayoral power to introduce the tourism tax visitor levy and we, along with others in the sector, believe it has the potential to be transformative. 
England is already an international outlier in not charging a visitor levy, with many successful distribution models around the world and no evidence that this tax deters visitors. We therefore support the government’s proposed (2025) visitor levy and the role of Metro Mayors in implementing this, with a percentage of revenue generated ringfenced for culture to ensure greater collaboration between the culture and hospitality sectors and to promote growth. 

We believe a portion of funds raised from the levy must be ringfenced for culture infrastructure and placemaking to transform visitor economies in destinations across England. In order to achieve this and given the role culture plays as one of the key drivers of tourism, there needs to be greater collaboration between the culture and hospitality sectors to support growth and investment across the visitor economy, lead through VisitBritain and LVEPs across the country. This revenue could even support fledgling visitor economies, helping to reduce regional inequality to unlock growth across the country. 

Connected infrastructures

As a leading global theatre company based in Stratford-upon-Avon, transport and the lack of connected infrastructure in the region continue to be a barrier in getting audiences, and our staff, here. Regional transport plans that connect to cultural and heritage assets to create landing hubs for tourists to travel outside of London would help to maximise the potential of tourism destinations across the country. 

Effective and affordable transport links and infrastructure are crucial for our visitor economy as an international tourist destination, as well as for residents and our workers in Stratford and the wider region. We worked with Warwickshire County Council to develop and now permanently extend a travel scheme to extend the town’s bus timetable, to ensure audience members and staff could travel to Coventry, Warwick, and Leamington after a performance ends – however, this bus journey still takes 2 hours from Stratford to Coventry, rather than a 30 minute drive. This lack of sustainable transport options for visitors also impacts accessibility of tourism hubs outside of London, the diversity of our workforce and audience members. 
There are ongoing gaps in our transport infrastructure; with few direct transport links to London or Birmingham, particularly from Stratford, we see an impact on workers, audience members and visitors needing to leave before the end of a show to drive 30 minutes to the nearest train station. We are in a regular dialogue with Chiltern Railways – our main train operator from London along the M40 corridor – and are aware that their fleet of trains is the oldest in the country but runs closer to maximum capacity than any other government contracted operator. We very much hope that Chiltern can increase their rolling stock and increase the number of journeys to improve regional connectivity.
To unlock potential growth, regional tourism plans and regional growth strategies should be incentivised and encouraged to include cultural assets and consider culture’s role in supporting growth. Metro Mayors, working in collaboration with local authority leaders can help to unlock this growth potential. 
International competitiveness
Equally, in terms of international collaborations, the RSC has a number of partnerships with global creatives that help to engage visitors from around the world. Our recent collaborations with Studio Ghibli and Nippon TV to create My Neighbour Totoro, with the Roald Dahl Story Company, Chichester Festival Theatre and Singapore Esplanade to create The BFG, supergroup Radiohead to create Hamlet Hail To The Thief and Malawian write William Kamkwamba to create a new musical, The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, have all resulted in successful productions, attracting visitors from around the world.

Access to globally resonant intellectual property and collaborations with international partners allows us to create work that is engaging with international audiences to bring them to Stratford-upon-Avon. The Government could use tax incentives for international collaborations like these to support cultural partnerships as a route to building UK soft power. Equally, without sufficient supporting and interconnected infrastructures for tourism destinations that leverage cultural assets to maximise tourism potential, we cannot be truly competitive as an internationally competitive destination.
Sector research
The RSC would also like to direct the committee's attention to the excellent work of partner organisations ALVA and SOLT on tax-free shopping and Make Work Pay, and wholeheartedly support their recommendations. This includes:
· The Association of Large Visitor Attractions and Society of London and UK Theatre have called for reintroducing tax-free shopping for overseas visitors to promote greater international competitiveness for visitors considering destinations. 
· The Society of London and UK Theatre and ALVA have done significant work in the Make Work Pay and Employment Rights’ Bill to outline the current issues facing the culture workforce.

Appendix
1. Impact and Reach of the RSC
With a unique mandate to deliver an inspirational, artist-led programme, develop essential sector skills, and bring Shakespeare’s work to life through innovative engagement and learning, the RSC:
· Has sold 1,637,000 tickets in 2023/24 for UK performances, attracting audiences from Penzance to the Shetland Islands and from 74 countries worldwide.
· Is the largest ACE NPO outside London, employing 900 staff and 700 freelancers (2023/24).
· Has an annual touring programme, including small and large-scale tours to schools, communities, and major venues and 16 deep partnerships with theatres across England.
· Reaches 500,000 young people, 1,000 schools and 2,000 teachers each year. 
· Works with a national network of 280 associate schools and across 100 towns and cities in England. 
· Is the only performing arts organisation with Independent Research Organisation status.
· Produced landmark research, Time To Act (2024), which provides statistically significant evidence of our approach and the role of the arts in improving young people’s social, emotional, and academic development. 
· Has 12 apprenticeships and the Next Generation talent development programme offering pathways for young people from low-income backgrounds - over 500 participants to date.

2. About the RSC
The Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) is a national theatre company based in Stratford, working locally, regionally, in London, and globally. We seek to redefine how Shakespeare and great storytelling can connect us, create opportunities, and bring joy. Our work brings people together to deepen understanding of ourselves, each other, and the world around us, and to reimagine what’s possible.
We deliver creative brilliance through an artist-led programme that reaches people across multiple platforms, championing the development of craft and talent, and bringing Shakespeare's work to life through learning and engagement for and with audiences, young people, schools, communities, and partners across the country.
For more information, please contact Sophie Davies, Stakeholder and Communications Manager, at sophie.davies@rsc.org.uk.


