
 

Rt Hon Jesse Norman MP 
HM Treasury 
1 Horse Guards Road 
London 
SW1A 2HQ 
Tuesday 24th March 2020 
 
Dear Mr Norman, 
 

VAT exemption COVID-19 impact on students’ unions 
 
On behalf of the National Union of Students (NUS), I am writing to urge you to take 
action to mitigate some of the financial effects that COVID-19 will have on students’ 
unions and to clarify policy on VAT exemptions for catering provided in students’ union 
bars. 
 
We have received numerous representations from our members regarding changes to 
interpretations around VAT exemptions for catering delivered in students’ union bars. 
The VAT exemption for Education allows education providers to also VAT exempt the 
supply of catering provided to their students and HMRC have extended this exemption to 
catering provided by students’ unions. While this does not cover food and drink sold from 
campus shops, bars, tuck shops, other similar outlets and certain vending machines, 
previous correspondence received by the University of Warwick Students’ Union in 2009 
from a representative of HMRC stated –  
 
“In respect to food and drink sold from bars, our policy branch has recently reviewed the 
issue and it has now concluded that where a Students’ Union is supplying catering to the 
students on behalf of the university, meals served at a Students Union bar to the 
University’s students would be covered by the concession, as these would be considered 
supplies of catering.  As such the supplies would be exempt.  The concession does not 
cover drinks, snacks or bar food.  Please note meals supplied to anyone who is not a 
student of the university must be charged at the standard rate of VAT.”  
 
The advice given here clearly states that catering supplied to students in students’ union 
bars should be included in VAT exemptions. Yet some of our members, including 
University of Exeter Students’ Guild, have recently received contradictory statements 
from investigating inspectors on behalf of HMRC and have been charged large tax bills 
that have included charges for past settlements. The sums being charged are 
overwhelming for many of our members as they include settlements going back four 
years and would threaten the ability of students’ unions to provide vital services for 
students across the UK going forwards. 
 
The decision to include catering supplied by students’ union bars in all VAT exemptions 
was no doubt the right one as the purpose of these bars has changed significantly over 
time. Students’ unions have pro-actively been encouraging more responsible drinking 
behaviours through the Alcohol Impact programme with support from Public Health 
England and the Home Office. The results of this have been shown as whilst previously 
much of their income would have come through the sale of alcoholic beverages and bar 
snacks, the drinking behaviour of students now means some of the bars in question have 
much higher income from food sales than from bar sales or are the only food outlets 
open at certain points of the day.   
 
If there has in fact been a change in policy within HMRC such that catering provided in 
students’ union bars can no longer be included in VAT exemptions, we would like you to  
clarify this to all of our members. We would also like you to ensure that all historical 
charges are waived in view of these changes not having been previously communicated  



 
 
and our members rightly following the advice that they had received from HMRC. Recent 
announcements from your government that VAT payments for the next quarter will be 
deferred until June are very welcome, but this does not solve the underlying issue of the 
substantial charges these students’ unions are facing. 
 
These charges have come at a very unfortunate time for our member students’ unions, 
with all of them facing increased financial strain because of the COVID-19 epidemic. As 
campuses close to protect students from the virus, our members will lose all 
opportunities for commercial enterprises, while the costs that they require to support 
students through these times will remain.  
 
Measures announced by the Chancellor last week will provide very welcome financial 
support to very many businesses at this time, however our members will not be included 
in the majority of these. Third sector organisations must not be excluded from any of 
these measures and support must be extended to all organisations so that they can 
continue to help the communities they serve. 
 
For students’ unions to be financially viable it is fundamental for their institutions to be 
too. It is clear that this epidemic will have a long-term effect on the financial situation 
across the education sector, with income for many institutions projected to be much 
lower due to a lack of international student recruitment. Similarly, all commercial activity 
in universities and colleges will also have ceased due to COVID-19 putting further strain 
on budgets. We would encourage your government to monitor this situation closely 
going forwards and ensure that support is provided for any institution that might be 
experiencing financial difficulty at this time.    
 
Students’ unions provide vital support for students, in both further and higher education, 
across the country. As students face self-isolation, the cancellation of teaching and 
closures of campuses, these support services will be even more crucial to ensure that 
students are able to cope with these changes and continue their learning. They form a 
network of social support and community cohesion that students rely upon in their times 
of need. It is essential that students’ unions have the resources that they need to 
provide this support, and given the financial strain that they will be under we would like 
to see your government –  
 

• Confirm that catering served in students’ union bars is exempt as per previous 
advice 

• Remove the requirement to pay historical VAT charges for those who have been 
issued with bills relating to catering in students’ union bars 

• Ensure COVID-19 business support measures also cover those in the third sector 
 

We are glad to have been able to work closely with your government in responding to 
COVID-19 so far and will continue to do so to ensure its effects on students are 
mitigated as much as possible. But it is also very important that our member students’ 
unions receive the support they need to endure this epidemic. I hope that you will take 
the necessary steps to support them financially, so they may continue to support their 
students. 
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
 
Peter Robertson 
Acting Chief Executive, 
National Union of Students 


