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An Edinburgh Transient Visitor Levy (TVL) 

 

Why we need a TVL in Edinburgh:  

1. Edinburgh is a thriving and successful city with a strong tourism industry. Tourism in 

Edinburgh is expected to continue to grow – in line with global trends. Indeed, the 

ongoing plans by the hotel industry to continue to invest in the city is an indication of the 

ongoing confidence in the future tourism market.  

 

2. We welcome Scottish Government recognition that Tourism across the nation is strong. 

2017 was a record-breaking year for the Scottish tourism industry, with 3.2 million 

people visiting Scotland from overseas. Our reputation as a country that warmly 

welcomes visitors to enjoy our landscape, culture and hospitality is world-renowned.  

 

3. Tourism in Edinburgh is an important contributor to the city economy and the national 

economy, with more than four million visitors annually providing 35,000 jobs and 

generating £1.5bn. From 2012 to 2016, the number of visitor nights in Edinburgh rose by 

18 per cent, while total expenditure from visitors rose by 22 per cent over the same 

period. The average occupancy rate in Edinburgh hotels was 83.7% in 2017, the highest 

in the UK. The Edinburgh Festival Fringe broke attendance records in 2017 with over 

2,697,000 attendees recorded, 2018 attendance figures are estimated to be even 

higher. 

 

4. Edinburgh City Council significantly invests in and supports tourism, culture and general 

services which provide the environment and context for this success. Indeed, CEC is 

contributing a total of £15m alongside Scottish and UK Government as part of the 

Regional City Deal to invest in culturally important venues and the tourism that this 

supports. 

 

5. However, as many other European cities attest, managing the consequences of a 

thriving tourism economy creates challenges arising from increased demand on public 

services, city congestion, pressure on waste and cleansing services and a need to 

provide enhanced community safety measures.   

 

6. We were also informed through our annual budget engagement process about resident 

knowledge of and support for a TVL in the city is growing. In the 2017 budget 

consultation, where the Council seeks feedback on its specific budget proposals, 42 per 

cent of all ideas submitted referred to some form of a tourist tax, more than any other 

suggestion received that year, or previously. This was despite it not being mentioned in 

any of the engagement material.  

 

7. Bearing this in mind, City of Edinburgh Council is clear that the purpose of an Edinburgh  

TVL would be  
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• Ensure that Edinburgh’s status as one of the world’s great cities in terms of 

culture and heritage is sustainable;  

• Enable future investment in culture, heritage, arts and sport activities which 

benefit the city and enhance tourism. 

• Ensure sustainable investment in promotion of Edinburgh as one of the world’s 

best cities to visit all year round. 

• Ensure that tourists and residents equitably invest in public services that ensure 

visiting this city is an enjoyable and safe experience and support the council to 

manage the impact of successful tourism industry 

 

The necessity of a legislative power  

8. Through this process City of Edinburgh Council has looked at all local income-raising 

options including a Tourism Business Improvement District (a collection of businesses 

paying into a common pot to meet strategic aims), VAT retention, and a Cultural 

Heritage Fund.  

 

9. However, a legislative power to raise local tax is the best option for an Edinburgh TVL 

for a number of reasons; it would provide secure income; income raised can be used 

flexibly and; income raised can be used across the city.  Conversely a BID has the 

potential to be voted out at ballot and is not considered a secure source of income – 

which is important to preserve the potential for this income to be utilised to resource 

longer term investment commitments or capital projects, should these opportunities 

arise. Resources raised through a BID must also be used for a particular purpose and in 

a specific area.  Additionally, it is only businesses who vote and pay within a BID and 

not the end user. The approach we have taken to the TVL seeks to be inclusive of 

industry, culture and tourism partners alongside our residents.  

 

10. Importantly, alongside the security that the legislative framework would bring, the 

delegation of this power to local government would ultimately enable greater flexibility to 

address local circumstance and to be more responsive to changes in priority across the 

city and over time. 

 

11. More generally and in this vein, local authorities should have the power and discretion to 

raise additional income by levying tax, in addition to Council Tax and Non-Domestic 

Rates, on either resident, property owners or visitors in the local authority or within a 

discrete area of the local authority.  

 

12. This enhances local democracy through greater local accountability for the income 

raised and its use. It is important that local authorities are given the tools that can help 

manage the consequences of a growing population, rapid housing development, 

increased transport needs, and the emergence of new markets from disruptive 

technologies 
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13. The creation of this more permissive environment would mean that Scottish Local 

Authorities can be more innovative and implement local approaches supported by local 

taxation.  

 

Our approach to developing an Edinburgh Scheme for TVL  

14. The City of Edinburgh Council agreed, after local government elections in 2017, a 

Council Commitment to continue to make the case to the Scottish Government for the 

introduction of the Edinburgh transient visitor levy. To take this commitment forward we 

have started a range of activities to help scope and identify the key issues around TVL.  

 

15. At a meeting on the 31 May 2018, the Council debated a research paper on the  

transient visitor levy was conducted in early 2018. City of Edinburgh Council have been 

informally engaging with key stakeholders, including 1:1 engagement with over 25 of our 

key partners and stakeholders, four roundtable and workshop events with more planned, 

and officers have presented to meeting at key organisations such as Local Government 

groups, Festival Edinburgh and the Edinburgh Tourism Action Group from August to 

September. Some reflections from this engagement are included in this submission.  

 

16. The Council has also commissioned a specific piece of research into the views of 

residents and visitors on the TVL which will be done in partnership with Marketing 

Edinburgh. This will allow the wider debate to also be informed by the views of residents 

and visitors who should have at least the same opportunity to participate and be heard 

as businesses. The findings from this work is expected in September 2018.  

 

17. The Council is due to consider a draft proposal for the Edinburgh Scheme on the 2nd of 

October at its Corporate Policy and Strategy Committee, after which point the council 

will conduct a public consultation.  

 

Our Research Findings 

18. From our research we identified key issues that have helped informed our engagement 

stakeholders.  

• The introduction of a levy could bring substantial revenue: Depending on the model, 

an Edinburgh transient visitor levy could raise between £5m and £29m a year. 

 

• The UK is one of only nine countries from the EU-28 with no tourist tax as of 2018. 

These cities have supported and continued to grow their tourism alongside, and 

perhaps in some cases with support from the TVL income. There is no evidence that 

the TVL has been detrimental to accommodation demand across Europe. 

 

• Price is not the only factor in determining demand. Tourist demand is also impacted 

by a destination’s overall appeal, affordability, the overall quality of the tourist 

experience, events, cultural and other attractions alongside price. With its packed 
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events and festivals calendar, historic city centre, free museums and art galleries 

and wealth of outdoor attractions, Edinburgh seems well placed in this regard. There 

is no conclusive evidence a TVL would adversely affect visitor demand in practice 

across Europe or specifically in Edinburgh.  

 

• While the UK is one of the highest VAT taxed countries in Europe, when you 

combine VAT and TVL rates Edinburgh is competitive with for example, Budapest 

and Rome, who charge 4% visitor levy on a VAT of 18% and €12 per double room 

per night on VAT of 10% respectively. Looking more broadly at overall taxation is 

complex and would need to reflect the fact, for example that the UK has lower rates 

of corporate and personal income taxation compared to most of Europe. 

 

• While the total tax income may appear higher in some locations than others, many 

hospitality industries have thrived due to the public investment that tax income has 

contributed to. Therefore, the negative perceptions towards a tax among businesses 

can depend on how supported the industry feels by the public sector in sustaining 

the area’s tourism product. 

 

View from stakeholders on TVL options for Edinburgh so far 

19. As mentioned the City of Edinburgh Council have been informally engaging with key 

stakeholders, including 1:1 engagement with over 25 of our key industry partners and 

stakeholders, four roundtable and workshop events with partners from across industry, 

culture and tourism with more planned. Officers have also presented to meetings at key 

organisations such as Local Government groups, Festival Edinburgh and the Edinburgh 

Tourism Action Group. This engagement will continue, in particular, with a round table 

planned with industry partners on September 13th.  

 

20. We heard through our engagement, that a set of key principles are important to securing 

collective support for an Edinburgh Scheme, its scope, detail, application and use. We 

specifically heard that an Edinburgh Scheme would need to be: 

 

Fair to all – industry, residents and tourists  

21. Issues raised around fairness relate to many aspects of the scheme including who the 

scheme would apply to, how much would be charged, how it would be charged, over 

what period of the year and whether there would be any exemptions.  The principle is 

important but must be understood to apply to all and not one sector or stakeholder in 

this debate.  

 

22. To further draw out some key points, we heard from stakeholders that it was important 

to ensure that no part of the accommodation industry or tourists choosing 

accommodation were disproportionately advantaged or disadvantaged by being 

exempted from a TVL. The focus of this principle is often around ensuring that the short 
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term lets economy is fairly and equally contributing to the city in the same way as other 

types of tourists and indeed local taxpayers.  

 

23. While this principle holds significant merit, depending upon whether or not the scheme 

applied a flat rate or a percentage to the room fee, a minimum threshold for paying may 

be necessary to protect vulnerable residential short-term accommodation users. This 

type of debate would be an important part of any public consultation and speaks to the 

balance needed to deliver a scheme that is ‘fair to all.’  

 

24. In terms of fairness, consideration also needs to be given to whether a local scheme 

should be sensitive to the size and or price ranges that exist across the accommodation 

sector. The premise being that a £ per night fee would disproportionately impact upon 

smaller providers or budget accommodation/tourists than other parts of the industry or 

our more luxury focused tourist. These issues all come into play when deciding whether, 

or not, a £ per room per night charge is fairer than a percentage charge – similar to the 

application of VAT.  

 

Simple to understand and run  

25. Ultimately, how ‘fair to all’ a local scheme is including whether and how many 

exemptions are made to it, impacts on how simple it is to understand and how easy and 

efficient it is to run. These are choices that need to be made in consultation with 

residents and other key partners. However, some common exemptions might be for a 

type of accommodation, a group of tourists e.g. families or local residents, period of 

stay, geography within the city and; period of application over the course of the year. 

The more of these nuances you accommodate within a scheme the more complex it is 

for tourists to understand and for businesses and the council to run.  

 

Administratively efficient and difficult to avoid 

26. As part of our informal consultation, stakeholders shared the sentiment that if the city 

were to go to the effort to implement this charge, then it must be ‘worth it’. By this, 

partners meant both that the charge should be large enough to merit the administrative 

costs involved and large enough to raise enough money to make a meaningful 

investment in the city. 

 

27. Clearly, it is in everyone’s interest to ensure that the scheme costs as little as possible to 

run and that it is as light touch as possible while ensuring compliance and minimising 

the potential for any avoidance of payment. The council has committed to design any 

administration mechanism in partnership with the business community. Indeed, given 

that several of our accommodation partners in the city are international companies 

operating TVLs in other parts of Europe, there should be much to learn in terms of best 

practice.  
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28. As such, the council is hosting a round table of large and small industry partners to 

specifically consider a model for scheme administration in the afternoon on September 

13. This conversation would cover the detail design of a potential administrative 

mechanism addressing issues such as registration, collation mechanism, collation 

timescales compliance mechanisms and the associated costs. 

 

Raise additional income, transparently invested 

29. The introduction of either a small charge of 2% of the room cost or £2 per room per night 

could generate over £11 million per annum to invest within the City. This estimate is 

based on hotels, services and self-catering apartments, short term lets (from Airbnb) 

and guesthouses and B&B’s within the City of Edinburgh geography. It does not show 

the expected revenue to be raised from Edinburgh hostels, or campsites.  

 

30. Some of the learning that can be taken from other parts of Europe is around how best to 

invest the resources raised. For example, in Barcelona funds are allocated to the local 

authority to resize general services to meet to demand from tourist visits. In Antwerp, 

funds are allocated for clean streets, enhanced information services, and the 

maintenance of museums.  

 

31. What is clear is that transparently developing proposals for how this resource is invested 

in partnership and collaboration with all stakeholders is an important component of 

gaining trust and support for the TVL.  

 
32. While the specifics of investment of income raised in Edinburgh would be something that 

the council would want to further consult on, it is worth reiterating that the purpose of the 

scheme would be to: 

• Ensure that Edinburgh’s status as one of the world’s great cities in terms of 

culture and heritage is sustainable.  

• Ensure future investment in culture, heritage, arts and sport activities which 

benefit the city and enhance tourism. 

• Ensure future investment in promotion of Edinburgh as one of the world’s best 

cities to visit all year round. 

• Ensure that tourists and residents equitably invest in core council services that 

ensure visiting this city is an enjoyable and safe experience and support the 

council to manage the consequences of successful tourism industry 

 

33. There is no suggestion from the Council that the TVL should compensate for or alleviate 

the responsibility to adequately fund local government to meet its wider statutory duties.  

 

Have transparent governance and accountability 

34. Transparent governance and clear accountability are closely tied to decisions around 

resource and investment detailed above, but the importance given to this principle also 
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reflects the need to evidence that any TVL is delivering benefit to the City of Edinburgh. 

Partners rightly want to clearly see what is being raised, what the priorities for 

investment are and whether that investment has improved outcomes for all.  

 

 Developed in collaboration 

35. Finally, the council has been clear that all work that we are doing on TVL is taken 

forward in the spirit of collaboration and co-production. The council has not put forward 

its own version of a TVL for the city, instead it has embarked on a series of informal 

engagement sessions, round tables and workshops with key stakeholders and partners. 

This has been to ensure that when the council publishes draft proposals for formal 

public consultation later this month, it is done having listened to the concerns and inputs 

shared with us. In this regard, the council is committed to doing with and not to industry, 

culture, tourism partners and residents. The commitment to co-design the administration 

mechanism of the scheme is an illustration of this.  

 

Next steps   

36. The council intends to consider a detailed proposal for an Edinburgh TVL Corporate 

Policy and Strategy Committee in October after which we will embark on a public 

consultation. In the meantime, results of our residents and tourists research is expected 

imminently which will support the ongoing balanced and transparent consideration of 

this issue within the city.  

 

Conclusion  

37. The case for a tourist tax isn’t a new one, but it’s a strong one, applicable to different 

parts of the country in different ways. In Edinburgh, we believe that there is a clear 

rationale for implementing a TVL and the council is seeking the Scottish Government 

and Parliamentary support for the legislative power to take this forward. We believe that 

this needs to be done through a legislative provision if it is to be well implemented and 

flexibly applied across the country in a way which is sensitive to local circumstance.  

 


