Waterloo pub adds 4% optional service charge on bar orders, sparking tipping and cashless concerns
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A south‑west London pub in Waterloo station has quietly introduced a 4 per cent “optional” service charge that is applied to food and drink bought at the bar, a move that has provoked fresh argument about tipping, cashlessness and the pressures facing hospitality operators. The Well & Boot displays a small sign at the bar advertising the levy and stating that “100 per cent of all tips go to our staff”; the venue also operates as a cashless outlet, accepting card and contactless only. According to reporting on the issue, the pub’s owners were approached for comment. 
The venue’s own online drinks menu confirms the extra charge and sets out the retail prices customers see at the point of order: draught brands such as Camden Hells and Camden IPA are listed at £7.65, Aspall and Guinness at £7.45, wines by the glass around £7.50 for a 125ml measure, and cocktails at £12.50. The menu states that VAT is included and that a discretionary 4 per cent service charge will be added to bills, giving customers primary evidence of the policy and the pricing customers will encounter at the bar. 
The location makes the potential financial impact of the charge more significant. Waterloo is one of Britain’s busiest transport hubs, with annual passenger entries well into the tens of millions, and businesses on station concourses rely heavily on passing footfall. That context helps explain why operators might look to small percentage levies as a means of protecting margins as prices and overheads rise elsewhere in the sector. 
The move has drawn criticism from campaigners who argue that adding a service charge to drinks ordered at the bar stretches the usual assumption about what a tip is buying. Martin Quinn, campaign director for Campaign for Cash, told The Daily Mail: “You can understand it if you’re sitting down and it’s table service, but you’re ordering it from the bar. Where’s the service in that?” Mr Quinn has also been a vocal critic of cashless-only outlets more broadly, arguing that they discriminate against people who rely on notes and coins. 
Consumer commentators say the practice is becoming more common and can catch customers out. Consumer expert Martyn James described such levies as “insidious”, warning that small print and unobtrusive signage can make them hard to spot; he reminded customers the charge is discretionary, but conceded many feel awkward refusing it because of social norms around tipping. Broader industry coverage has recorded a shift in tipping behaviour as cash declines and operators experiment with small charges — and regulators have been moving to tighten rules on how tips are handled, including measures designed to ensure employers pass tips on to staff and record them transparently. 
Those pressures are visible in pricing data. Industry surveys show the average draught pint in British pubs has climbed above £5, with higher urban averages; London prices are substantially above the national mean, and premium or craft pints frequently top that regional figure. Hospitality trade groups and individual businesses have pointed to rising wage bills, increases in employers’ national insurance and reductions in business‑rate relief as forces pushing venues to pass costs on to customers. 
The Well & Boot is operated by Glendola Leisure, part of a wider hospitality group, and the change should be read against the backdrop of corporate portfolio management and the economics of running outlets in high‑footfall transport locations. The company was contacted for comment about the introduction of the charge. 
For customers, the immediate facts are straightforward: the venue’s menu and signage set out prices, the discretionary 4 per cent service charge and the cashless policy; customers retain the right to refuse an optional charge, but industry commentators note social awkwardness and declining cash use complicate that choice. The episode highlights the intertwining of higher operating costs, evolving tipping culture and ongoing debate over access and fairness as hospitality outlets seek new ways to preserve margins. 
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