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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 

INQUIRY ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE AND 

TOURISM SECTORS 

SUBMISSION FROM EAST NEUK FESTIVAL 

East Neuk Festival (ENF) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Scottish 
Parliament’s Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee call for views 
on the impact of COVID-19 on the cultural and tourist sectors.  
 
As an acclaimed annual festival taking place in the East Neuk of Fife, it brings 
cultural and tourism benefits to its region and to Scotland more widely.  
ENF (www.eastneukfestival.com) was founded in 2004 and is an award winning, 

mid-scale festival. It works year-round to produce projects and events which are 

presented over 5 days in June/July in small towns in the East Neuk of Fife. It 

presents between 22-25 events (primarily music) as well as art installations and 

talks. It has won 2 Royal Philharmonic Society Awards and 1 New Music Scotland 

Award. It serves a local audience (40% of attenders) as well as attracting 60% of its 

audience from all over the UK to this area which is highly dependent on tourism and 

hospitality industries for its local economy. It makes important contributions to this 

local economy, to the quality of life and creative opportunities offered to people of all 

ages in the community. It engages on average 200+ musicians and artists each year 

as well around 50 contractors (freelance). Its award winning Big Projects engage 

between 30-100 community performers each year (subject to project). Its investment 

in young Scottish artists has led directly to such successes for Scottish talent as 

guitarist Sean Shibe’s internationally acclaimed softLOUD project. 

In March 2020 ENF had to cancel its 2020 festival. This submission offers our 

insights into the impact of this cancellation, the potential continued challenges for us 

and similar festivals, and our specific suggestions for actions by the Scottish 

Government to enable festivals like ENF to survive to continue to make a valuable 

contribution to Scotland’s arts, tourism and communities.  It reflects responses to an 

audience survey we conducted in May 2020 to test audience confidence and 

reactions to proposals we made for future planning. 

1. IMPACT OF CANCELLATION of ENF 2020 
 

FINANCIAL IMPACT: The timing of the COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdown was 

exceptionally damaging for East Neuk Festival (ENF) for two key reasons: 

a) Loss of income: Of Scotland’s summer festivals ENF is the earliest to 
announce programme and open booking (typically in late January). At the 
point that the pandemic started to impact on sales (March 17 2020), we were 
looking at potentially the most successful festival in our history: the graph 
below shows a comparison of sales for the past 4 years, the highest curve 
being for 2020 

http://www.eastneukfestival.com)/
http://www.eastneukfestival.com)/
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Our box office gross target was £66,000, a target we confidently hoped 
to exceed. Following cancellation, we invited ticket buyers to convert 
their spend into a donation, which generated £24,000, so our net loss 
is £42,000. In addition to this we have further smaller losses in bar 
sales, merchandise and trust funding which amount to a further 
£25,000.  

 

b) Honouring commitments: All ENF contracts are finalised in January prior to 
programme launch, so by the point at which we were forced to cancel, we had 
already spent or had financial commitments amounting to around 65% of the 
festival budget (c. £200,000 ex VAT), mostly contracts to artists, freelance 
contractors, venues and suppliers. We undertook to honour as many of these 
as possible, and to date have achieved this through a combination of 
postponing projects to 2021 and paying cancellation fees. 
 

ENF is grateful to Creative Scotland, to many trusts and individual donors who 

have been exceptionally understanding and supportive, allowing ENF to retain 

grants in order to meet its commitments. Without this support ENF would have 

faced a deficit of catastrophic proportions. 

REPUTATIONAL IMPACT: We feared that cancellation might affect ENF 

reputationally, since we were the first festival to cancel. This has not proven to be 

the case: our audience survey in May 2020 shows 99% enthusiasm for ENF and 

eagerness to return in 2021 among our audience, 
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2. CONTINUING CHALLENGES 
 

Like any business, ENF needs continuity to enable it to nurture a robust 

relationship with its audience and artists, and to continue to develop in every way. 

Cancellation of one year’s event will disrupt this damagingly, but a second year’s 

cancellation would be catastrophic, so the best way we can protect the future of 

ENF is to use all means at our disposal to ensure delivery of an outstanding 

festival in 2021.  

The typical planning timeline for ENF is to confirm all programme artists, venues 

and schedule by late September and launch in January for the festival the 

following July. At time of writing (July), ENF should typically be at an advanced 

stage of planning for 2021’s event. In practice this is impossible, primarily due to 

the lack of useful official guidelines for future event management. Without them 

we have no option but to run many multiple scenarios from extreme, virtual 

lockdown conditions to a ‘best case’ of significant easing of restrictions and a 1m 

distancing rule. Besides consuming a huge amount of resource, this work is 

speculative, even while it concerns factors which are critical to our survival, which 

include: 

- Reduced capacity for all venues. Having analysed our venues for socially 
distanced seating we anticipate that capacities may be as little as 15% (for 2m 
distancing) and a maximum of 28% (for 1m distancing) of pre-COVID normal. 
Using typical 2020 ticket prices, even the more optimistic figure will reduce 
our box office income to £18,480 (compared with target £66,000 in 2020 – a 
drop of £47,520). There is no easy fix for this aside from raising ticket prices, 
and this inevitably brings with it an unacceptable exclusivity and limits access 
to the arts. ENF is committed to making its events as accessible as possible 
in every way, including ticket price, so this would be a measure of last resort. 
 

- Increased costs. we anticipate that any new measures to make venues safer 
will add to cost – additional stewarding, cleaning, provision of hand gels etc, 
managing of toilets. We also anticipate that travel and accommodation costs 
for artists will rise, and that many contractors will pass on additional costs they 
face. At this point it is impossible to put an accurate figure on these costs. 

 
- Reduction in donations: private donations by individuals who attend ENF 

constitutes around 30% of ENF’s annual income. Two factors threaten this: 
one is reduced capacity - if fewer people can attend, fewer people will donate. 
The second is audience confidence. We recently tested this on a scale of 1 
(no confidence in attending future events) to 5 (fully confident), and were 
pleased to see a mean rating of 3.22. Crudely we could interpret that as 
meaning that 64% of the audience felt more rather than less confident – but 
that also means 36% do not feel confident. If our patron base were to diminish 
by 36% we would see a drop of £38,000 in combined donations and GiftAid 
income. Combined with the reduction in ticket income, this would cut our 
potential income by £85,520, approximately 26% of our typical annual budget. 
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- Diminished appeal: ENF’s audience survey revealed an underlying concern 
among respondents that safety measures and necessary inconveniences like 
queueing for entry will rob the festival experience of the important things that 
make it special: in essence, its festive spirit. While we await publication of 
event management guidelines, we monitor ways in which festivals in Europe 
are responding to the pandemic and note that it is primarily the social aspect 
of festival going that suffers: all bars closed; audience discouraged from 
arriving early or socialising post-event, no intervals. Necessary as these are, 
they will affect the appeal of festival going. Further measures such as 
compulsory temperature test on arrival, strict queueing policies etc will also 
have an impact. Paired with these concerns is a powerful need on the part of 
audience members to have detailed information and guidance about how 
events may be run, and how their experience may be affected. They need this 
at point of booking (i.e. in January 2021 for ENF) so we urge the Scottish 
Government to draft and publish guidance for event management that will 
enable festivals to formulate policies and plans, and communicate usefully 
and fully with their audiences. 

 

ADAPT AND SURVIVE 

Like many other businesses, ENF needs to adapt and evolve fast to survive in 

this crisis; like them it faces the challenge of doing this in the most hostile 

circumstances, when its earning power is diminished, the world it operates in is 

unpredictable and it requires most of its resource simply to keep going.  

We urge the Scottish Government to create a special ‘adapt and survive’ scheme 

to enable organisations like ours to identify, assess and realise any new 

opportunities to adapt their operation for the future. This could be to enable them 

to test different formats and platforms, to invest in specific kit, to access expert 

guidance and advice – every case will differ. For ENF it would include exploring 

our digital potential more fully (not merely streaming but participation); assessing 

open air and non-conventional performance formats; testing these formats under 

safe conditions.  

PRIORITY ACTIONS REQUESTED OF THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT 

In summary, while appreciating the challenges faced by the Scottish Government 

in responding to this pandemic, and also the difficulty of acting in the face of so 

many unpredictable and unprecedented factors, we ask that three key steps be 

taken to enable festivals like East Neuk Festival to survive the immediate crisis 

created by the pandemic. 
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- One-off emergency financial support for 2021 to enable festivals to weather a 
year of exceptional challenges (outlined above) and the associated losses of 
income and increases in costs. 
 

- Publication as soon as possible of nationwide event delivery guidelines to 
which events can refer in their planning and communications. 

 
- Creation of an ‘adapt and survive’ scheme as outlined above. 

 

ENDS/SEMB0/10720 

 


