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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

COVID-19 – impact on Scotland’s businesses, workers and economy 

SUBMISSION FROM                Music Venues Alliance 

In response to the Committee‟s call for evidence, please find enclosed an Open 
Letter to the Scottish Government from the owners and operators of the Scotland‟s 
Grassroots Music Venues (GMVs), and a detailed report („Scottish GMVs draft 
guidelines compliance and costs survey report‟) on the liabilities venues face, the 
impact of social distancing at both 2 and 1 metres, and economic breakdown of their 
position by month, quarter and liability cause (rent, salaries etc), based on an 
extensive and comprehensive survey completed by Scottish GMVs. 

I have been corresponding with Ms Hyslop and her team at Scottish Government, 
but I must be clear that my writing to you is not just the latest stage of a process, it is 
a specific and very urgent appeal to Committee members. 
 
I am writing to ask Committee members to prevent the complete collapse of this 
sector as a result of COVID-19 restrictions and limitations, brought about by the 
need to protect public health. Collapse would have a dramatic effect on the wellbeing 
of communities in Scotland.  
 
As both the Open Letter and the Report describe, public health advice is clear that 
these Small and Medium Enterprises cannot yet reopen to present the live 
performance events which are the core of their business.  
 
The risks inherently posed by singing, dancing and gathering in confined spaces 
mean these activities are neither financially viable nor safe. Attempting to meet 
current draft guidelines being prepared by EventScotland and others would result in 
events which are not artistically meaningful to artists or to audiences. This has a 
deep impact on culture. 
 
Economically, GMVs are vital local businesses which support thousands of jobs. 
Across the UK they create over 175,000 events every year for their local 
communities. They are the bedrock of the UK‟s Music Industry, to which Scotland„s 
contribution exceeds its share, an industry which generates £5.2 billion per year for 
the UK economy. In 2019, the UK network of 800 GMVs generated £320 million in 
turnover, resulting in VAT receipts alone of £53 million. For every £10 spent in a 
grassroots music venue, £17 is spent elsewhere in the night time economy, 
supporting thousands of bars, restaurants, takeaways and transport services. They 
are the ignition key that switches on the night time economy engine. 
 
The Scottish venues I am in regular contact with are in dire straits. Some did not 
receive „retail hospitality and leisure‟ grants based on their rateable value. Very few 
received either Pivotal Enterprise Resilience Fund or Creative, Tourism & Hospitality 
Enterprises Hardship Fund grants. Scottish Government support so far will not come 
close to saving the network. Many venues I spoke to were devastated that they were 
unable to access support that we were told would be there for them to apply to.  
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This sector faces an almost complete collapse without immediate action; 93% of 
GMVs will permanently close by 1 October without your intervention. If lost, these 
businesses will not return; the start up costs for a new music venue are too high, 
licensing restrictions on noise are too strict for potential operators to consider it, and 
the premises themselves will be lost to redevelopment for alternative use. We would 
like to work closely with you to avert these outcomes.  
 
Together the UK membership of the Music Venues Alliance are calling upon UK 
Government to provide: 
 

1. A £50 million intervention to prevent closures in the short term 
2. A VAT cut on ticketing to enable them to recover from the crisis 

 
We hope Committee members will support this request and I urge them to do so. 
Regardless of whether UK Government chooses to save the networks of GMVs, 
Scottish Venues still need help, and a failure of UK Government to act would only 
mean that Scottish Government must do more.  
 
Considering all the opportunities to prevent the total failure of the sector and the 
ecosystem which relies on it, we have concluded that Scottish venues require two 
specific actions from Scottish Government: 
 

1. A £3.4 million intervention to prevent closures in the short term  
2. A VAT cut on ticketing to enable them to recover from the crisis 

 
We are aware that not all of the levers to create this funding exist at Scottish 
Government level, and that VAT is not devolved. We are further aware that the 
Advisory Group on Economic Recovery‟s „Towards a Robust, Resilient Wellbeing 
Economy for Scotland‟ report advocates a reduction in VAT for Hospitality, which we 
hope Committee members will insist UK Government agrees to.  
 
The £3.4 million would cover the losses GMVs will make in Scotland in three months 
July to September inclusive. The UK-wide request is for the same period and is still a 
small one. In comparative terms to existing cultural interventions and public subsidy, 
the support they collectively need right now, all 800 venues, is equivalent to 20 
months of the public support given to a single building housing one cultural 
organisation in London that hosts less than 1% of GMVs performance output every 
year. It is just 43% of the money the Government has earmarked for a single festival 
style event in 2022, from which returns are currently unknown. 
 
You will be aware that the „Festival of Britain‟ has £120 million earmarked, with the 
aim “To bring people together to celebrate our strengths, values and identities, and 
boost pride throughout communities”. Scotland could withdraw 30% of its share of 
this money to save its music venues instead. 
 
Our venues represent the very best of our creative industries and cultural sector. 
They are not large corporations seeking a handout, or heavily subsidised 
organisations making additional demands on the public purse. These are small and 
medium enterprises, deeply entrepreneurial and fiercely independent, trying to do 
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the right thing for their communities, both in this crisis and across many years of 
supporting artists and audiences.  
 
The sector has existed for many years solely because of the passion and dedication 
of these owners and operators, and we do not come to you lightly on their behalf 
seeking government financial support. We strongly urge Committee members to 
work with their counterparts in UK Treasury to take decisive action at this crucial 
moment to ensure that this sector emerges from this crisis still able to support and 
develop our next world beating talent, able to contribute to the future wealth of the 
nation, and able to return live music to our towns and cities.  
 
 
Nick Stewart, on behalf of the Scottish members of the Music Venues Alliance 
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Music Venues Alliance – Open Letter 
 
Scotland‟s Grassroots Music Venues are the fundamental foundations and 
cornerstone on which the UK‟s world beating £5.2 billion per year music industry has 
been built for the last 60 years. Without our Grassroots Music Venues, there would 
be no Lewis Capaldi, no Mogwai, no Franz Ferdinand, no Texas, no Young Fathers, 
no Belle & Sebastian, no Biffy Clyro. Our Grassroots Music Venues are absolutely 
essential to the whole UK music industry bouncing back at any time in the future. 

Our sector delivers training, rehearsal spaces, recording opportunities and career 
development to thousands of young people and is essential to our communities. We 
do not just support the next generation of world beating artists. Grassroots Music 
Venues are where people come together, where they celebrate, where they 
socialise. Thousands of cultural professionals get their first taste of working in the 
creative industries in our venues, including many of those who go on to work in 
areas other than music. Grassroots Music Venues sit at the very heart of our creative 
nation.  

Public Health advice is clear. Singing is a high-risk activity. Dancing is a high-risk 
activity. Standing close to other people is a high-risk activity. Being in a confined 
space for a long period is a high-risk activity. These are the four pillars of the live 
music experience we offer in our venues. Coming together with friends and 
communities to dance and sing with your favourite artists in any of the 800 
grassroots music venues across the UK is the very core and purpose of why we 
exist.  

Last year there were more than 175,000 events in UK venues that gave people the 
experiences they love and the artists the opportunities they need. Since 20 March 
there have been no events.  

This is because our sector has complied with the Public Health guidance. We did the 
the right thing. We closed to protect our communities. We engaged with the 
government task force and we explored every option available  to reopen safely and 
bring live music back. We understand that in order to protect the public, it should not 
be done until the health guidance changes and we also know that trying to do it is 
economic folly which would be financially ruinous; not just for us but for our entire 
sector.  

It is now time for Scottish Government to do the right thing.    

We are represented by Music Venue Trust, who have laid out a simple clear plan to 
UK Government of the support our whole UK sector needs to survive the next three 
months (July, August, September) and to recover in the future. It consists of just two 
steps.  

1. A £50 million financial support package immediately  

2. A reduction on VAT on future ticket sales, bringing tax in UK Grassroots 
Music Venues into line with our major international competitors 
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Were only Scottish Government to act, our request to save Scottish venues would 
be:  

1. A £3.4 million financial support package immediately  

2. A reduction on VAT on future ticket sales, bringing tax in Scottish Grassroots 
Music Venues into line with our major international competitors 

These measures are simple, quick, effective and would prevent the closure of 
hundreds of Grassroots Music Venues.  They are the right thing to do. We are a 
dynamic, innovative, and inventive sector. We do not need permanent government 
intervention to exist. We are not asking to become a permanently subsidised drain 
on the public purse. We do not need the government to step in and tell us how to run 
our venues. We need government to take two simple steps and leave us to work out 
how to do the rest.  

We need you to do the right thing. 

Signed by 48 Scottish Grassroots Music Venues 

Audio, Glasgow 
Backstage At The Green, Kinross. 
Bannermans, Edinburgh  
Beat Generator Live!, Dundee 
Bloc+, Glasgow 
The Bongo Club, Edinburgh 
The Bungalow, Paisley 
Cafe Drummonds, Aberdeen 
The Caves, Edinburgh 
Church, Dundee 
Drygate, Glasgow 
The Flying Duck, Glasgow 
Gellions Bar, Inverness 
The Glad Cafe, Glasgow 
Harmonium, Edinburgh 
Henry's Cellar Bar, Edinburgh 
The Hug and Pint, Glasgow 
The Jazz Bar, Edinburgh 
King Tut's Wah Wah Hut, Glasgow 
King‟s Live Lounge, Kirkcaldy 
Krakatoa, Aberdeen 
La Belle Angele, Edinburgh 
Leith Depot, Edinburgh 
The Lemon Tree, Aberdeen 
Mac Arts, Galashiels 
Mains of Scotstown, Aberdeen 
The Mash House, Edinburgh 
Mono, Glasgow 
The Old Dr Bell's Baths, Edinburgh 
The Old Hairdressers, Glasgow 
The Old Swan Inn, Paisley 

PJ Molloys, Dunfermline 
Purple Orange Arts Venue, Bathgate 
The Queen‟s Hall, Edinburgh 
The Scottish Storytelling Centre, 
Edinburgh 
Slay, Glasgow 
The Sound Archive, Kirkwall 
Stereo, Glasgow 
Stramash, Edinburgh 
Summerhall, Edinburgh 
SWG3, Glasgow 
Temple, Falkirk 
The Tooth & Claw, Inverness 
Tunnels, Aberdeen 
Venue38, Ayr 
The View, Oban 
The Voodoo Rooms, Edinburgh 
Whistle Binkies, Edinburgh 
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Scottish GMVs draft guidelines compliance and costs survey report 
 
About this Report  
Music Venue Trust carried out a survey of its 800 Music Venue Alliance (MVA) 
members of which 69 are Scottish, between the 6th and 11th of June, to consider draft 
guidelines for reopening under restrictions developed by DCMS, EY and Music Venue 
Trust. 47.8% of the Scottish membership responded with full financial details and 
comments upon the practicality of meeting the proposed guidelines for reopening. This 
sample is considered statistically significant and provides 99% accuracy in relation to 
outcomes for the whole sector.  
In this report we have therefore extrapolated the financial information on the costs of 
remaining closed and reopening to reflect the implications for all 69 Scottish members 
of the Music Venues Alliance.  
In this report we explore the financial implications of remaining closed, reopening 
with 2 metre social distancing and reopening at 1 metre social distancing. 
 
Purpose  
 

● To provide information to the government about the comparative costs of various 
scenarios of reopening and remaining closed within the Grassroots Music 
Venues sector  

● To consider the need for financial support for the Grassroots Music Venue sector  
● To consider the effectiveness of such financial support to achieve the aim of 

Reopening Every Venue Safely  
 
Conclusion  
Based upon the draft guidance created by DCMS, EY and MVT, the cost of sustaining 
the sector during a prolonged period of closure until improved conditions to reopen are 
established is (substantially) lower than the cost of supporting the sector to reopen at 
2m or 1m social distancing:  
 

● Full maximum cost to remain closed: £16.7 million  
● Minimum loss which will be sustained by reopening at 2m social distancing: 

£22.9 million  
● Minimum loss which will be sustained by reopening at 1m social distancing: 

£17.6 million  
 
SECTION ONE: Financial  
Headline Figures: Full Closure  
 
Annual:  
£16,651,802: Total cost of keeping the Grassroots Music Venue sector mothballed 
and fully closed for one year  
 
 
Consisting of:  
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£16,132,555: The cost of keeping the entire sector closed for one year  
 
£519,247: Total one-off existing liabilities for the whole sector  
 
Monthly Breakdown  
 
£1,522,503: The entire Scottish sector‟s fixed costs when closed (pcm)  
Note: Existing government proposals on furloughing reduce these costs in the 
period July to October 2020  
 
• Entire sector’s fixed costs pcm (with furlough scheme at 80% - July/August): 932,853  
• Entire sector’s fixed costs pcm (with furlough scheme at 70% - September): 1,006,559  
• Entire sector’s fixed costs pcm (with furlough scheme at 60% - October): 1,080,265  
 
Quarterly Breakdown  
 
£3,391,513: The cost of keeping the entire Scottish sector closed for Quarter 1 (July, 
August, September 2020 - includes meeting existing liabilities and retention of 
furloughing scheme)  
 
£4,125,271: The cost of keeping the entire Scottish sector closed for Quarter 2 
(October, November, December 2020 – includes retention of furlough scheme for 
October)  
 
£4,567,509: The cost of keeping the entire Scottish sector closed for Quarter 3 
(January, February, March 2021)  
 
£4,567,509: The cost of keeping the entire Scottish sector closed for Quarter 4 (April, 
May, June 2021)  
 
Headline Figures: Full Reopening of the GMV Sector With Restrictions  
 
Impact of 2 metre social distancing restrictions  
Under 2 metre social distancing restrictions, Grassroots Music Venues in Scotland 
would operate at an average 11.47% of original capacity. Average monthly income at 
11.47% capacity would be reduced to £3,831, against fixed monthly costs of £22,065. 
Providing an average eight events per month, GMVs would accrue additional costs of 
£7,995 per month to meet the restrictions required (additional staffing, cleaning and 
disposal items). Without consideration of any losses that might be sustained through 
variable costs such as artists fees, each venue would sustain an average monthly 
loss of a minimum £26,229. 
 
 
Annual:  
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£22,920,571: The entire sector‟s projected loss if compelled to open at 2m social 
distancing  
 
Consisting of:  
 
£21,717,612: The minimum loss the sector will sustain by operating under 2m social 
distancing restrictions  
 
£683,712: One off cost of implementing restrictions (such as barriers, Perspex screens, 
deep cleans, equipment purchases etc)  
 
£519,247: Total one-off existing liabilities for the whole sector  
 
Monthly Breakdown  
 
£1,809,801: Monthly sector loss incurred if all venues were to open according to 
government guidelines of 2m social distancing  
Note: Due to one-off necessary purchases to adhere to government guidelines this 
loss would be £2,493,513 in July.  
 
Quarterly Breakdown  
£6,113,115: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 2m 
social distancing for Quarter 1 (July, August, September 2020- includes meeting 
existing liabilities and costs of reopening)  
£5,429,403: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 2m 
social distancing for Quarter 2 (October, November, December 2020)  
£5,429,403: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 2m 
social distancing for Quarter 3 (January, February, March 2021)  
£5,429,403: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 2m 
social distancing for Quarter 4 (April, May, June 2021)  
 
Observation:  
97% of Scottish GMVS (67 venues) state that opening for live music events under 
social distancing limitations without economic support would create a serious economic 
threat to their venue which would result in permanent closure.  
 
Impact of 1 metre social distancing restrictions  
Under 1 metre social distancing restrictions, Grassroots Music Venues would operate 
at an average 30.48% of original capacity. Average monthly income at 30.48% 
capacity would be reduced to £10,179, against fixed monthly costs of £22,065. 
Providing an average eight events per month, GMVs would accrue additional costs of 
£7,955 per month to meet the restrictions required (additional staffing, cleaning and 
disposal items). Without consideration of any losses that might be sustained through 
variable costs such as artists fees, each venue would sustain an average monthly loss 
of a minimum £19,841. 
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Annual:  
 
£17,631,307:The entire sector‟s projected loss if compelled to open at 1m social 
distancing  
 
Consisting of:  
 
£16,428,348: The minimum loss the sector will sustain by operating under 1m social 
distancing restrictions  
 
£683,712: One off cost of implementing restrictions (such as barriers, Perspex screens, 
deep cleans, equipment purchases etc)  
 
£519,247: Total one-off existing liabilities for the whole sector  
 
Monthly Breakdown  
£1,369,029: Monthly sector loss incurred if all venues were to open according 
to government guidelines of 1m social distancing  
Note: Due to one-off necessary purchases to adhere to government guidelines this 
loss would be £2,052,741 in July.  
 
Quarterly Breakdown  
£5,310,046: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 1m 
social distancing for Quarter 1 (July, August, September 2020- includes meeting 
existing liabilities and costs for reopening)  
£4,107,087: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 1m 
social distancing for Quarter 2 (October, November, December 2020)  
£4,107,087: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 1m 
social distancing for Quarter 3 (January, February, March 2021)  
£4,107,087: The minimum loss sustained by entire sector compelled to reopen at 1m 
social distancing for Quarter 4 (April, May, June 2021)  
 
Observation:  
97% of GMVS (43 venues) state that opening for live music events under social 
distancing limitations without economic support would create a serious economic threat 
to their venue which would result in permanent closure.  
 
Additional Observations  
Only 12.1% of GMVs (8 venues total) state that they can practically follow government 
guidelines on 2m social distancing as a result of the layout of their premises. These 
limitations are not substantially changed by adjustment to 1m social distancing - they 
result from entrance/exits, stairways/toilets/stage/dressing room factors. The minimum 
monthly losses incurred by these 8 venues were they to open with 2 metre social 
distancing would be 289,102 in July and 209,832 pcm thereafter.  
MVT is currently conducting an audience survey to establish attitudes towards 
Grassroots Music Venues reopening. As at 6pm on Saturday 18 June, 28,000 
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audience members had taken part in this survey of whom 2,038 were located in 
Scotland. 32.6% of the regular gig going audience in Scotland would not be prepared to 
go to music venues if they were to open in July. This drops to 7.5% in October. 
Additionally, Scottish audiences would only be slightly more confident about returning 
to GMVs at 2m distancing (43.7% very confident or confident) than at 1m distancing 
(35.6% very confident or confident).  


