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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 SCOTTISH LAND & ESTATES (SLE) 

Introduction 

Scottish Land & Estates is the voice of rural businesses throughout Scotland. We are 

a membership organisation representing a wide range of rural business, including 

those with interest in the tourism sector. It is by drawing on their extensive 

experience that we make this submission to the call for evidence to the CTEEA 

Committee, which we very much welcome.  

Rural businesses are facing an extremely challenging period of uncertainty due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic, both in the short- and medium to long term.  SLE members 

are grateful to both the Scottish and UK Governments for the economic measures 

and other steps they have taken in these unprecedented times. It is clear the 

coronavirus pandemic will continue to have a devastating impact on Scotland’s rural 

economy for some time to come and that impact will be keenly felt among the 

tourism and culture sectors in particular. 

In this submission we will look to highlight the challenges faced by SLE members 

who are active in a variety of tourism-related businesses, such as the self-catering 

sector, country sports, general access taking and to the historic environment etc..  

We would also like to draw your attention to our Covid-19 Rural Business Impact 

Report which can be found here. This was informed by our members’ experience 

through the recent crisis. 

Whilst focussing on the impacts, we are also carefully considering the process and 

type of economic recovery and what that will mean for rural businesses. There are 

opportunities for us to use this recovery to address longer term underlying issues 

and to embed climate change mitigation at the heart of economic recovery and 

growth.  

Impact on Tourism 

Tourism businesses like self-catering are a key component part of Scotland’s rural 

economy and have been among the hardest hit sectors due to the impact of COVID-

19. A large number of self-catering operators have encountered severe problems 

with eligibility criteria relating to business support grants, which are being 

administered by local authorities in Scotland, and many are still missing out on 

funding that is available to their counterparts in the rest of the UK. According to the 

Association of Scottish Self-Caterers (ASSC) 67% of self-caterers are pessimistic 

about their business in light of COVID-19.  

https://www.scottishlandandestates.co.uk/sites/default/files/library/Covid-19%20Rural%20Business%20Impact%20Report%20May%202020.pdf
https://www.scottishlandandestates.co.uk/sites/default/files/library/Covid-19%20Rural%20Business%20Impact%20Report%20May%202020.pdf
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In our Rural Business Impact Report 20% of those surveyed felt they had been 

adversely impacted by COVID but that they were ineligible for grants due to either 

being involved in country sports tourism or having a diversified business and 

therefore missing out on the criteria for total loss of income. Many respondents 

stated that their tourism and leisure enterprises had suffered a total loss of income, 

putting jobs at risk as they are ineligible for support. (The survey was carried out 

before the announcement of the Creative or Tourism and Hospitality Enterprises 

Hardship Fund, however this has now closed, and members are beginning to contact 

us about support again). Country sports (fishing, game shooting, deer stalking and 

wildfowling) are important elements of Scottish tourism especially in off-peak months 

and we would be grateful for the opportunity to work with others in providing 

continued support for the sector worth more than £150m to Scotland’s rural 

economy. 

Clarity is required urgently on the potential to re-open as often decisions taken now 

have an impact, not only on the coming months but also years. Businesses need the 

confidence to invest in their business to enable them to continue to trade and 

maintain employment.  

A small number of members told us they had taken advantage of extra loans, 

although some felt that by taking Coronavirus Business Interruption Loans (CBILs) 

they were merely pushing back the problem rather than solving it. Alongside this, 

issues were recorded of retail banks not being sympathetic and slow to respond to 

requests for support. 

Rural areas have a higher proportion of seasonal jobs reliant on tourism. In our 

survey of members, it was found that 39% of those responding had made use of the 

furlough scheme, this was mainly in leisure and tourism related roles.  Many vital 

rural businesses will benefit from the ability to furlough their staff partially. A stepped 

approach to returning to full capacity will protect jobs and give greater confidence to 

business. 

45% reported an increase in access issues since the beginning of the pandemic. 

Associated commentary showed that the key issues were around a general 

disregard for responsible access with gates not being left as they are found, dogs 

being let off leads near livestock and a huge increase in the amount of litter 

(including used tissues and dog faeces, both bagged and unbagged). There has also 

been concern in rural areas about people bringing the virus to these communities 

and this concern may only increase as lockdown is lifted. 

There has been concern that an additional burden is being placed on employers and 

business owners because of a difference in public health messages and official 

guidance. There have been reports of situations to date where official guidance 

allows businesses to continue to operate, however this comes in stark contrast to 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-highlands-islands-36989425
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-highlands-islands-36989425
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public messages encouraging businesses to cease operating unless their staff can 

work from home.   

Recovery 

As well as considering the strategic aspects of an economic recovery, on a basic 

level, businesses will be required to re-think business plans and understand much 

altered cash flow situations. We also need to be clear that coping capacity and ability 

to adapt as the country emerges from the crisis are highly variable both between and 

within communities and among different firms and sectors. Although some 

businesses will be able to re-open, it may be at reduced capacity or with inbuilt 

inefficiency which will have an impact on profitability and ability to retain jobs. A safe 

reopening does not necessarily equate to a profitable or even commercially viable 

reopening. We are concerned that this fact has not been fully appreciated by either 

Scottish or UK Governments. 

Throughout and following the Covid-19 crisis, rural businesses will be left with an 

immediate legacy of debt, reduced financial reserves and investment capability, 

disrupted trade, delayed growth and investment, disruptions to their employee base, 

unsold or outdated stock and reduced marketing budgets. These effects will clearly 

adversely affect their ability to recover once the immediate crisis passes  

Outdoor tourism, such as country sports, have the ability to bounce back quickly if 

given the go ahead to do so. This would bring a much-needed boost to rural 

communities, including food, drink, and hospitality sectors if it is able to do so. A 

framework for this has already been presented to Scottish Government jointly by 

Scottish Land & Estates, Scottish Gamekeepers Association & The British 

Association of Shooting & Conservation. 

It is imperative we secure current roles as well as create new employment in the 
tourism sector. This will require new skills to be learned and an agile workforce of 
skilled and enthusiastic people. To enable this, we suggest training allowances are 
made available with a focus on leisure & tourism, and: 
  

• Skills Development Scotland & Lantra to expand Skills Matching Service to 
other rural sectors 

• Reduction on employer’s national insurance along with tax incentives for 
creating new positions 

• Companies able to create employment to be given enhanced support by 
enterprise companies 

• Skills development and training to be eligible to similar tax treatment to 
research & development tax credits. 

 
Outdoor access has been on the agenda since the beginning of lockdown and we 
are now starting to look at how we can best manage this for our members as 
lockdown begins to ease. The crux of the matter is around responsible access and 
promoting this through the Scottish Outdoor Access Code. SLE worked alongside 
SNH and other bodies to develop more detailed guidance to be followed during 
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lockdown - https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-outdoors-during-
current-coronavirus-outbreak-guidance-public-and-land-managers. A large 
proportion of the messaging within this guidance will still be relevant when the 
countryside begins to reopen. There is certainly merit in greater collaboration from all 
associated organisations, SNH and the Scottish Government to ensure any easing of 
lockdown restrictions is a safe and well managed process.   
 
As restrictions are lifted, social distancing guidance and the need for people to avoid 
touching gates/sanitising hands must be communicated very clearly to reduce the 
risk of spreading the virus and to ease some of these concerns in rural communities.  
 
In terms of rural tourism businesses reopening, these should of course be subject to 
existing government guidance and risk assessed on an individual basis. The Scottish 
Government needs to set out clear re-opening milestones, so that all venues of the 
same type are clear they can re-open and avoid any venue/organisation opening first 
and being overwhelmed by visitor numbers.  It is essential that businesses and other 
organisations are given sufficient notice of any reopening: they will need to organise 
their staffing, systems, physical infrastructure, and communications. Government 
help will be needed to manage the public’s expectations – what people can and can’t 
do, encouragement to pre-book and not to travel on speculation, and what they can 
expect to be open etc when they arrive at venues.   
 
We are supportive of the “Check Before You Go” strapline, although it should be 
clear what is meant by this (e.g. will people be advised to check what facilities/car 
parks will be open prior to travel, and will they be asked to check the Scottish 
Outdoor Access Code/SNH guidance to ensure promotion of responsible access is 
as wide as possible). 

Tax 

We have a number of suggestions of taxation levers which could be used to support 

economic recovery but appreciate that some are reserved to Westminster. 

• VAT on tourism businesses should be cut to help boost the economy.  In the 

UK VAT on tourism businesses, at 20 per cent, is far higher than in many 

other countries, including France (10%), Spain (10%) and Greece (13%).  A 

reduction in VAT to levels seen in other countries will ensure that domestic 

tourism is competitive and affordable. Competitive pricing will significantly 

boost the economy and keep our carbon footprint down. 

• A moratorium on bringing forward legislation to allow local authorities to 

implement a ‘Tourist Tax’. 

• A temporary 100% non-domestic rates relief for country sports businesses.  

 

We look forward to discussing the issues raised in our paper – our members are 

willing and able to continue to make a very significant contribution to the country’s 

economic, environmental and social wellbeing. 

https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-outdoors-during-current-coronavirus-outbreak-guidance-public-and-land-managers
https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-outdoors-during-current-coronavirus-outbreak-guidance-public-and-land-managers
https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-outdoors-during-current-coronavirus-outbreak-guidance-public-and-land-managers
https://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/access-outdoors-during-current-coronavirus-outbreak-guidance-public-and-land-managers

