Pubco warns surging costs may hit profits 
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Pubco JD Wetherspoon has warned profits could come in slightly below expectations after a fresh surge in costs hit the pub giant, despite continued growth in sales. The group, which operates 794 managed pubs and 21 franchise sites across the UK, said it had experienced “substantial increases in costs” in recent months, putting pressure on margins even as trading remained broadly resilient. Chairman and founder Sir Tim Martin (above) said the rise in employment-related and regulatory costs could result in “profits slightly below market expectations”, marking a cautious tone from one of the UK’s best-known pub operators. Wetherspoon has previously estimated that increases in National Insurance contributions and wage costs will add around £60m a year to its expenses, underlining the scale of pressure facing the wider hospitality industry. The group is also set to incur an additional £1.6m in tax this year from the Extended Producer Responsibility packaging levy, further adding to its cost base. The warning comes amid broader concerns across the sector about rising labour and compliance costs, which have squeezed margins even as consumer demand has held up in parts of the market. Despite the cost headwinds, Wetherspoon reported like-for-like sales growth of 3.4 per cent in the 13 weeks to April 2026, compared with the same period a year earlier. However, this marked a slowdown from earlier in the year, when like-for-like sales rose 4.8 per cent over the six months to the end of January. On a financial year-to-date basis, like-for-like sales are up 4.3 per cent, while total sales are up 4.9 per cent. The group opened eight new pubs during the quarter but closed an equal number, leaving its overall estate unchanged. The update adds to a growing list of hospitality and retail businesses warning that rising labour costs, taxation and regulatory charges are beginning to weigh on profitability, even where underlying sales remain positive. For Wetherspoon, often seen as a bellwether for the value end of the UK pub market, the warning will be closely watched for signs of broader strain across the sector. Martin said: “The company has a strong pipeline of new pubs and planned openings include Manchester Airport, Heathrow Airport, Paddington station, Charing Cross station and Shaftesbury Avenue in central London.”
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