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Scottish Tourism Alliance Submission (12 December 2024) 
City of Edinburgh Council’s Visitor Levy Online Consultation   
 
Objectives of a visitor levy for Edinburgh 
 
5. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the scheme objectives support the overall 
scheme aim? 
 

• To sustain, support and develop public services, programmes and infrastructure 
Agree 

• To sustain, support and develop Edinburgh’s culture, heritage and festivals provision 
Agree 

• To sustain, support and develop the city's visitor economy and to promote 
sustainable tourism  
Agree 

 
 
6. Please use the space below if you have any other comments on the scheme objectives. 
 

• Although The Scottish Tourism Alliance (STA) remains extremely concerned about the 
introduction of a visitor levy scheme in any local authority in Scotland, especially in 
light of the economic climate we continue to find ourselves operating in, we believe 
that the scheme objectives set out by the City of Edinburgh Council mainly 
complement the overall aim of the visitor levy scheme.  

 
• We will set out in more detail later in our response the importance of effectively and 

strategically deploying the levy money raised to invest in tourism priorities that will 
benefit both the sector and local communities, and that it should not disappear 
within local authority budgets and displace funding for existing public services.  
 

• As set out in the legislation, any revenue raise by a VL must be treated as incremental 
money and be tactically invested in giving the city a competitive edge. The Visitor 
Levy (Scotland) Act 2024 makes it clear that the net revenue raised must be 
reinvested in services and facilities largely used by tourists and business visitors.  

 
• Therefore, we would remain cautious concerning the scheme’s objectives around 

‘sustaining and supporting’ public services, and instead strongly recommend the 
emphasis be on ‘developing’ to ensure the monies raised enhances its visitor offer 
and global appeal.  
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• It is crucial that visitors to the city and the accommodation businesses that have the 

burden of collecting the levy can clearly see the positive impact that the money raised 
is having on the visitor economy, offer and experience. This should include strategic, 
targeted projects that shows demonstrable benefits to the local and national visitor 
economy. 

 
• Any revenue raised from the levy must be focused on giving the city a competitive 

edge to compete with less expensive destinations and in enhancing the overall visitor 
experience, attracting new visitors and ensuring those who do visit receive quality for 
their money and are keen to return. 

 
• Along with the proposed residents’ survey on satisfaction with services under plans 

for measurement and reporting of visitor levy objectives, to be fully inclusive and 
transparent there should be equivalent business and visitor surveys conducted. 

 
 
When and where the levy needs to be paid 
 
7. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the levy rate in Edinburgh should be 5%? 
 
Disagree 
 
 
8. Taking into account that we think 5% will raise enough money to make a difference, we 
are also considering higher levels of levy. Do you think the levy rate should be higher than 
5%? 
 
I don’t support the levy being introduced in Edinburgh 
 
 
10. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the levy rate in Edinburgh should only be 
paid for the first 7 nights’ stay? 
 
Agree 
 
 
11. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following proposals in the draft 
scheme? 
 
The levy should come into force from 24 July 2026 Strongly disagree 
The levy should remain in force until further notice (indefinitely) Strongly disagree 
The levy should remain in force at all times (every day of the year) Disagree  
The levy should apply everywhere inside the City of Edinburgh boundary Disagree 
The levy should apply at the same rate within the City of Edinburgh boundary Disagree 
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12. To what extent do you agree or disagree that the levy should apply to the kinds of 
accommodation listed below? 
 
Hotels Strongly Disagree 
Self-catering apartments, aparthotels Strongly Disagree 
B&Bs and guest houses Strongly Disagree 
Hostels Strongly Disagree 
Holiday lets and short term lets Strongly Disagree 
Student lets (only when let to visitors and non-Edinburgh students) Strongly Disagree 
Caravan sites and campsites (except temporary tent and campervan/caravan pitches)  
Strongly Disagree 
 
 
13. To what extent do you agree or disagree with people staying in temporary tent and 
caravan pitches will not have to pay the levy? 
 
Strongly Agree 
 
 
14. Please use the space below if you have any comments on how much the levy is, and 
where or when it needs to be paid.  
 
When the VL comes into force 
 

• The STA would strongly advise the City of Edinburgh Council to introduce its visitor 
levy scheme during the off-peak visitor period rather than at the end of July – just 
ahead of the Edinburgh festivals period kicking off and the peak summer visitor 
period.   

 
• Although we appreciate that the local authority is keen to benefit from the additional 

levy revenue that the festival period will bring, we remain concerned that introducing 
the levy scheme at this time would be disastrous for Edinburgh accommodation 
businesses navigating collecting the levy for the first time, putting unnecessary 
additional pressure on them and negatively impacting on the overall visitor 
experience.  

 
• We would echo the points raised during the Visitor Levy (Scotland) Bill Stage 3 debate 

by Scottish Labour’s Shadow Cabinet Secretary for Economy, Business and Fair Work, 
Daniel Johnson MSP, that careful consideration should be given to the point in the 
year that a levy is introduced by any local authority. 

 
• Drawing on his experience as a former retailer, the MSP for Edinburgh Southern 

encouraged local authorities to consider introducing a visitor levy during the low 
season of January, February or March. 

 
• In addition, we would urge caution concerning the statement made in the 

consultation that ‘The levy should remain in force until further notice (indefinitely’). 
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• Both the Council’s Policy & Sustainability Committee and the VL Forum that will be 

established offer an opportunity to monitor on a regular six-month basis how the 
scheme is working during its first 18 months and if it is causing any damage to the 
sector. After being in place for a year, a topline review is needed in conjunction with 
industry to gauge whether a scheme should remain in place, while the three-year 
scheme review period is another opportunity to evaluate this decision.  

 
• We strongly recommend that local authorities should continue to be open to the 

possibility that they may want to withdraw a VL scheme if it’s not working effectively 
for their area, local businesses and the wider tourism sector.  

 
Application of the VL 
 

• The STA would encourage local authorities to consider how they might want to 
tactically deploy the visitor levy to attract visitors during the low visitor season and 
encourage greater dispersal of visitors to less busier parts of their boundary in 
supporting sustainable tourism, helping to relieve the pressures on the centre of the 
city. 

 
• There is the potential to deploy the levy to make visiting cheaper at certain times and 

potentially extend the visitor season.  
 

• However, we acknowledge that different application of the levy in other parts of the 
city and times of year would need to be accompanied by clear communication to 
make accommodation providers and visitors aware. 

 
Levy percentage 
 
Competitiveness: 

• The STA would strongly urge caution in considering raising the VL percentage above 
5%. There is a tipping point that visitors will be unwilling to pay. Even the lucrative 
high-spend American visitor market that Edinburgh is so reliant on has a price point. 
We’re now at a pivotal point where the prospect of prices rising even further is not 
acceptable for consumers or businesses any time in the near future. 

 
• Based on a percentage model VL model and VAT at 20%, Edinburgh will be one of the 

most expensive cities to stay in Europe, having a knock-on impact on both it and 
Scotland’s global competitiveness.  
 

• Compared to Manchester’s £1 per room, per night fee and proposals in Wales to 
introduce a £1.25 per person, per night for most accommodation, it would be more in 
line with these competitors if Edinburgh charged a 1% fee. In Manchester, there is a 
simple process where guests pay the small supplementary charge when they pay 
their final accommodation bill. Furthermore, only businesses with a rateable value of 
£75,000 or more, in an area within Manchester city centre and a small adjoining part 
of Salford, charge the levy.  
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• The UK is already one of the least competitive destinations on price when it comes to 

VAT and Air Passenger Duty, while we continue to hear concerns that the quality of 
our product offer does not meet the prices being charged. We remain worried about 
the detrimental impact a VL will have on the competitiveness of inbound tourism 
packages and Edinburgh’s attractiveness as a conference destination. 
 

• There is overall a risk to Edinburgh and therefore Scotland’s image as a must-visit 
global destination. It is in the interests of the city to be competitive on price, along 
with taking into consideration the impact that a VL will have on the cost and 
attractiveness of inbound tourism packages that include Edinburgh and other 
Scottish destinations, such as The Highlands.  

 
Complexity and transparency: 

• We are hearing that an increasing number of destination management companies 
(DMCs) are already choosing to place business away from Scotland due to the high 
price.  

 
• DMCs are Destination Management Companies or Tour Operators operating both 

business-to-business (B2B) wholesale and business-to-consumer (B2C) models. DMCs 
enter into confidential rate agreements with suppliers that cannot be disclosed 
contractually in many cases in the public domain, rates must be hidden as part of a 
package. This includes travel as a group or independently, for luxury and incentive 
travel, conferences and events.  

 
• The introduction of a percentage model adds further complexity to the pricing of 

travel packages, since DMCs would need to build in a levy into the contract fee in 
advance and this would not be visible to the guest or the person on a hotel reception 
desk.  

 
• Rates between hotels and travel trade operators are often discounted from public 

prices and not transparent on the grounds of commercial confidentiality, which will 
make it extremely challenging to calculate the accommodation element based on a 
percentage model and to openly share the exact VL charge paid. Travel operators in 
other countries are able to state ‘all taxes are included’. 

 
• The Scottish Government’ decision to adopt a percentage model is already proving 

overcomplicated and will be costly for accommodation providers, online travel 
agencies (OTAs) and DMCs to administer, as well as being less transparent to visitors 
and overall making Scotland less competitiveness on price.  

 
• Set up costs and ongoing administration of the levy will be greater as a result of the 

percentage charge. The percentage model makes it impossible for any levy 
management and collection to be cost neutral to the accommodation business given 
its complexity, while it will also be more expensive for local authorities to administer 
and harder to accurately estimate the revenue that will be raised.     
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Revisit charging model: 
• The STA have always advocated for a national approach based on a fair affordable, 

capped fixed fee. We are now urging the Scottish Government to prioritise revisiting 
the charging model in the best interests of businesses, visitors and the sector’s overall 
competitiveness.  

 
• We encourage the City of Edinburgh Council and other councils considering 

introducing a VL scheme to also challenge the Scottish Government to revisit the 
methodology for the model used, particularly as it will be more costly for local 
authorities to administer.  

 
Seven-night cap 
 

• We support the City of Edinburgh’s decision to charge a visitor levy for a maximum of 
seven nights.  Given the nature of the Edinburgh festivals, it is important that 
performers and people working at the festival, including technicians supporting 
rehearsals and shows, do not face additional costs when there are already pressures 
concerning the price and availability of accommodation in Edinburgh during this busy 
period.  

 
• It is also crucial in encouraging international visitors to stay longer in the city during 

the month of August, potentially for the duration of the festival. 
 

• As a prime film location, setting a seven-night cap on the levy will continue to 
support television and film opportunities to take place in Edinburgh, reducing the 
production cost-burden of hosting actors and crew in local accommodation.  

 
Types of accommodation 
 

• At this current time, we are opposed to the introduction of a VL in Edinburgh or any 
other Scottish local authority on the grounds of competitiveness and the time and 
cost burden it will place on businesses in its current form. As a result, we have 
answered that we disagree with any type of visitor accommodation collecting a VL on 
behalf of the local authority.  

 
• However, if a scheme is to be introduced in Edinburgh, then we welcome that the City 

of Edinburgh Council is proposing exempting those who are on a lower holiday 
budget and stay in temporary tents or caravans during their stay in the city, as we 
made a similar call during the Visitor Levy (Scotland) Bill’s journey through 
Parliament.  

 
• For simplicity and to help those on lower incomes, we recommend that the scheme 

go one step further and should state all official caravan sites and campsites be 
exempt to include static caravans, given that between the two sites in Edinburgh 
there would be very few structures where the levy would actually apply. 
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• There also needs to be further serious consideration about whether micro and small 
accommodation providers operating below the VAT threshold are exempt from 
collecting a VL. To help minimise the burden of collecting and remitting the levy for 
accommodation businesses, exempting those working hard to keep themselves below 
the current VAT level will help to support the many micro and small businesses at risk 
of becoming liable.  

 
• The VL statutory guidance for local authorities sets out that required content of a 

visitor levy scheme should include “whether or not the visitor levy is payable in 
relation to accommodation with an annual turnover below the VAT threshold.” 
 

•  In the interests of being open and transparent, we would encourage the City of 
Edinburgh Council to publish its analysis of the potential impact of a VL on those 
operating below the VAT threshold and the potential implications for intermediate 
trade.  

 
 
Who needs to pay the levy 
 
15. To what extent do you agree or disagree that there should be no other exemptions to 
the levy in Edinburgh? 
 
Agree 
 
Please use the space below if you have any other comments on exemptions 
 

• Although we made initial calls for a set of national visitor exemptions at the 
introduction of the Visitor Levy (Scotland) Bill, STA’s direct involvement in the Visitor 
Levy Expert Group has convinced us that the simpler the visitor levy scheme, the less 
complicated it is for accommodation providers to administer and the less confusing it 
is for visitors.  

 
 
Refunding people who are exempt from the levy 
 
16. We have proposed this option, but we will continue to speak directly with 
organisations who represent people impacted by this. Please use the space below if you 
have any further comments on how we intend to refund visitor levy payments. 
 

• The STA welcomes that the exemption process will be managed by the local authority 
directly, avoiding placing additional pressure on accommodation providers and 
avoiding issues around sensitivities, privacy and General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR). 
 

• This should be clearly communicated to visitors in advance by the local authority to 
avoid any confusion or disputes for accommodation providers and their staff at the 
time of paying the VL.  
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Using the money raised 
 
17. Of the total amount of money raised, do you think that the following proportions 
should apply? 
 
Participatory budgeting – 2% of the overall funds Yes, this is the right amount to spend on 
this 
Housing – £5m per year Less should be spent on this 
 
 
18. Of the remaining amount of the money raised, do you think the following proportions 
should apply? 
 
City operations and infrastructure – 55% Less should be spent on this 
Culture, heritage and events – 35% More should be spent on this 
Destination and visitor management – 10% More should be spent on this 
 
 
19. Please use the space below if you have any other comments on how the money raised 
could be used. 
 
City operations/public services 
 

• The STA continues to have significant concerns that plans for spending under city 
operations will be used to fix problems that should be funded from existing council 
budgets and pay deals, such as averting future bin strikes. 

 
• The visitor levy must be treated as a supplementary revenue stream, rather than an 

opportunity to fund existing council services and facilities (i.e. council funding already 
in place for public toilets, road maintenance, waste, graffiti removal etc) and regular 
reporting and transparency on how revenue has been spent will be key in ensuring it 
is used as intended in the legislation and by the Scottish Government.  

 
• It is not acceptable for money raised by our visitors and collected by our tourism and 

hospitality businesses to be spent on council operations and services already being 
funded.  

 
 

• To spend the monies raised from the VL on existing city operations would be a missed 
opportunity and incremental weight must be given to investing in ambitious 
infrastructure projects to enrich the overall city’s offer and visitor experience.     

 
• We urge the City of Edinburgh Council to listen carefully to the tourism organisations 

and businesses on its Visitor Levy Forum when it comes to identifying investment in 
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city operations that will benefit both visitors and communities, overall enhancing the 
visitor economy. 

 
Housing 
 

• We continue to have serious reservations about whether using a proportion of the 
net revenue raised from the VL to fund housing will have any demonstrable benefits 
for the tourism and hospitality sector.  
 

• The argument made in the consultation document is that providing more social 
housing will free up spaces in B&Bs is weak and we would look to the City of 
Edinburgh Council to provide robust data on what impact this would actually have, 
while there is currently no guarantee that any new mid-range housing will be made 
available or taken up by the sector’s workforce.  

 
• Instead, we would expect any local authority looking to use VL revenue raised on 

housing to have a specific, targeted project to deliver more affordable housing for 
the tourism and hospitality workforce, working closely with businesses to identify the 
needs of their workers.  
 

• The STA looks to the City of Edinburgh Council to now prioritise developing further 
details about how the sector’s workforce will be identified and targeted, including 
clear criteria for who will be eligible for this new housing. 

 
Culture, heritage and events 
 

• Culture, heritage and events are a major draw for visitors to Edinburgh and it is only 
right that visitor levy money raised is invested in the promotion and enhancement of 
the city’s events, festivals and visitor attractions. Again, this should not displace 
existing Council funding.   

 
Destination and visitor management 
 

• We would also encourage the City of Edinburgh Council to invest a greater 
percentage of the net revenue raised from the VL to fund its destination and visitor 
management activities.  
 

• Edinburgh Tourism Action Group and DMOs across Scotland play a crucial role in 
managing tourism in their local areas, delivering on the ground the ambitions of our 
national tourism strategy, Scotland Outlook 2030, along with Scotland’s journey to 
net zero.  

 
• As Edinburgh looks to attract more leisure and business tourists from across the 

world, ETAG will have a crucial role to play in sustainably managing this impact on 
the city and its local community. Effective destination management is an important 
tool in avoiding overtourism and cities across the world are investing in this crucial 
resource.  
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• We are unfortunately in a situation where many of our DMOs are financially fragile 

and their futures uncertain, so we encourage City of Edinburgh Council to ensure 
ETAG’s future is safe and its role in supporting destination and visitor management is 
fully utilised, including encouraging greater dispersal of visitors outside the city 
centre area.  

 
• The STA also supports the revenue raised being used to support more business 

tourism opportunities, investing in attracting more global conferences and expos to 
the city.  

 
Skills development 
 

• The STA encourages the City of Edinburgh Council to consider how VL monies raised 
can be used to support greater skills development in the sector, which is key to 
helping address workforce shortages and making a career in tourism and hospitality 
more attractive.  

 
Business cost recovery 
 

• Finally, The STA warmly welcomes that the City of Edinburgh Council has factored in 
business cost recovery in its plans for the use of the net proceeds raised by the levy – 
allowing businesses to recoup a percentage of the proceeds, helping to mitigate the 
financial burden of the VL. This sends a powerful message to other local authorities 
looking to introduce a visitor levy scheme. 

 
• Beyond the 10 businesses the Council has consulted with, we would encourage the 

Council to carry out a more detailed cost estimate for accommodation providers 
setting up and administering the VL scheme to gauge whether the suggested 
percentage will be enough to meet their costs. 

 
 
20. Please use the space below if you have any other comments on the 
Council's draft Visitor Levy for Edinburgh proposal. 
 

• The STA remains extremely concerned and we cannot stress enough the need to be 
cautious about the introduction of a visitor levy scheme in Edinburgh and any other 
Scottish local authority area, especially at a time when there remains ongoing and 
increasing cost pressures on domestic households and businesses. We believe that for 
many it will likely take at least a decade to recover.  

 
• Self-catering, B&Bs and guest houses are already under great stress due to the 

continuing issues surrounding the Short Term Lets Licensing Scheme, while they and 
the city’s other accommodation providers have been financially impacted by the 
Scottish Government’s decision not to pass on business rates relief and the UK 
Government’s announcement that National Insurance employer contributions are to 
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rise. This is set against the backdrop of rising costs to business due to increased 
energy, supplier, and staff costs.  

 
• A levy of any sort presents a new threat to our sector’s price competitiveness and 

risks creating a tipping point that many will be unwilling to pay, as well as adding 
more cost burden on businesses already at breaking point. As VAT is charged on the 
VL, this will be a double tax. 

 
• As the sector continues to struggle to invest in product, place and people, there is 

already great concern that visitors are paying a premium for the product and services 
on offer, which does not always deliver value for money compared to other 
destinations. 

 
• Introducing a successful visitor levy scheme is about the right application, right place 

and right time. However, The STA believes none of these conditions of success are 
currently in place.   

 
• Although there are several examples of other global destinations that charge a visitor 

fee, we are not in the same position when it comes to the need to manage down 
visitor numbers. Although we have seen the boost in international visitors recently, 
our domestic market is significantly down. We want more visitors to Scotland, rather 
than less.  

 
• Due to the Scottish Government’s decision to give all local authorities the power to 

introduce a VL, we remain concerned that the cumulative effect of multiple areas 
across Scotland introducing this charge in different types of demographics, not just 
cities, will make the country a less attractive destination overall.  

 
• However, Edinburgh City Council’s draft Visitor Levy for Edinburgh proposal sets out 

clear precedence for how other local authorities should consider when developing 
their own scheme proposals and formal consultation. The City of Edinburgh Council 
has had an active role in the VL Expert Group working with industry in developing 
statutory guidance on the VL for local authorities, and this shows in the considered 
proposals that have been set out. 

 
• We would encourage any other local authorities considering introducing a VL scheme 

to look towards Edinburgh’s example and to hold off with deciding to start the 
process of introducing their own VL scheme until the city has led the way and 
developed best practice that they can replicate.  

 
• We should not overlook the amount of time that Edinburgh has invested in consulting 

and developing scheme proposals, and would urge other councils to put in the same 
time and effort rather than jump to introduce a scheme. 

 
• We now look towards the Council creating a Visitor Levy Forum as early as possible to 

help inform the scheme and use of the net proceeds raised, with balanced 
representation from tourism organisations, business and communities.  
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• This should be accompanied by a clear timeline setting out clear dates for businesses 

to begin transitioning to collecting a VL, particularly aimed at the lead-in times for 
DMCs and tour operators and when the levy will apply to them. 

 
• We would end on stressing the importance of investing in the future of tourism and 

hospitality in the city, focused on capital investment and strategic and targeted 
spend to enhance Edinburgh’s position as a must-visit global destination.  


