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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 COMPETITION AND MARKETS AUTHORITY 

1. The Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) is an independent non-ministerial 
UK government department, and the UK’s primary consumer and competition 
authority. We work to promote competition for the benefit of consumers across the 
UK. Our aim is to make markets work well for consumers, businesses and the 
economy by promoting competition. Competitive markets and an effective 
competition policy can play a major role in delivering productivity and growth in the 
UK economy.  

2. The CMA has responsibility for: 

• investigating mergers which could restrict competition 

• conducting market studies and investigations in markets where there may be 
competition and consumer problems 

• investigating where there may be breaches of UK or EU prohibitions against 
anti-competitive agreements and abuses of dominant positions 

• bringing criminal proceedings against individuals who commit the cartel 
offence 

• enforcing consumer protection legislation to tackle unfair business practices. 

3. This submission to the committee provides an overview of the CMA’s response to 
the Coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic to date. It focuses on cancellation and refund 
concerns in the tourism sector, and highlights the work we are undertaking on 
holiday accommodation which is particularly important to the tourism sector in 
Scotland.  

CMA response to the Covid-19 outbreak 

4. The outbreak of Covid-19 is an unprecedented and rapidly evolving challenge, 
that has prompted concerns that businesses might exploit the situation to take 
advantage of consumers.  

5. On 20 March the CMA announced the establishment of its Covid-19 Taskforce to 
scrutinise market developments to identify harmful business practices as they 
emerged and to take enforcement action if there was evidence that firms may have 
breached competition or consumer protection law.  

6. The Taskforce created a dedicated online form, allowing consumers to report 
concerns about business practices during the Covid-19 outbreak. The online form 
has provided an efficient means of categorising and analysing the intelligence we 
receive from the public. The CMA has received over 60,000 complaints about 
coronavirus-related issues between 10 March and 17 May from across the UK. In 
addition, we have sought to gather information about key consumer concerns directly 
from consumer bodies and enforcement partners across the UK. Notably we have 
gathered information from Which?, Advice Direct Scotland (ADS) and Citizens 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/cma-launches-covid-19-taskforce
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/cma-launches-covid-19-taskforce
https://www.coronavirus-business-complaint.service.gov.uk/
https://www.coronavirus-business-complaint.service.gov.uk/
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Advice Scotland and have kept in contact with key officials in the Scottish 
Government.  We have also had regular dialogue with the Society of Chief Officers 
Trading Standards Scotland (SCOTSS), representing all 31 Local Authority Trading 
Standards Services in Scotland, as well as Trading Standards Scotland. The CMA 
will continue to engage with the Scottish Government and these wider stakeholders 
as we continue our Covid-19 Taskforce work to ensure businesses and consumers 
are treated fairly.  

Concerns in relation to refunds and cancellations 

7. The restrictions on travel and business activity resulting from the Covid-19 
outbreak have led to the widespread cancellation of holidays, travel, event bookings 
and other services.   

8. Whilst the CMA understands that the vast majority of businesses are behaving 
responsibly and fairly in the unprecedented circumstances created by the Covid-19 
outbreak, we were and continue to be concerned that a minority may be exploiting 
the situation by refusing to honour customers’ cancellation rights.  

9. Complaints about cancellations and refunds now account for the majority of 
complaints received by the CMA Covid-19 Taskforce.  Holidays and airlines account 
for almost 27,000 complaints received by the CMA (as at 17 May), three-quarters of 
the total number of complaints about cancellations and refunds. Intelligence from 
ADS shows that cancellations and refunds continue to be a prominent issue for 
consumers in Scotland. In the week commencing 1 June ADS reported that travel 
continues to be the primary type of consumer contact, with 95.92% of the travel 
contacts relating to cancellation rights. 

10. Based on the complaints received by the CMA in relation to refunds and 
cancellations, and wider intelligence gathered from consumer bodies and 
enforcement partners, we identified 3 sectors of particular concern: 

• Holiday accommodation 
• Weddings and private events 
• Nurseries and childcare providers 

11. The CMA committed to a rolling programme of work in relation to cancellations 
starting with these areas as a priority and then moving on to examine other sectors, 
based on the information received by the CMA Covid-19 Taskforce. Given the 
increasing number of concerns raised about access to refunds and cancellations in 
relation to package holidays, the CMA has subsequently added this as a further area 
of work. 

12. As well as committing to examining certain sectors, on 30 April the CMA also 
issued a statement on its views on consumer protection law in relation to 
cancellations and refunds during the current crisis. This statement covers 
cancellations and refunds across the culture and tourism sectors. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cma-to-investigate-concerns-about-cancellation-policies-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic-consumer-contracts-cancellation-and-refunds
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cma-to-investigate-concerns-about-cancellation-policies-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic-consumer-contracts-cancellation-and-refunds
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13. The CMA’s statement on cancellations and refunds covered a range of consumer 
contracts and different situations. It provides that, in most cases, the CMA would 
expect a full refund to be offered if: 

• a business has cancelled a contract without providing any of the promised 
goods or services 

• no service is provided by a business, because this is prevented by restrictions 
that apply during the current lockdown or 

• a consumer cancels, or is prevented from receiving any services, because of 
the restrictions that apply during the current lockdown. 

Cancellations and refunds in the holiday accommodation sector 

14. The CMA appreciates the significant contribution that the tourism sector makes 
to Scotland’s economy, and that this is particularly vital to rural economies in 
Scotland. We understand the enormous disruption the Covid-19 pandemic is causing 
to both businesses and consumers. This is a difficult situation for both parties.  

15. The CMA acknowledges that most businesses are trying to do the right thing in 
these unprecedented circumstances and in selecting targets for enforcement action 
the CMA will obviously be mindful of the overall circumstances for the businesses 
involved, including the risk that Government assistance might be insufficient for 
those businesses to survive. 

16. As noted above, holiday accommodation was outlined as one of the sectors 
being investigated by the CMA following reports of businesses failing to respect 
cancellation rights. The CMA had received reports that companies were refusing to 
refund customers for UK holiday accommodation they could no longer stay in due to 
lockdown restrictions. This includes holiday accommodation in Scotland. 

17. The CMA took the decision to begin enforcement action against a number of 
holiday lets firms as a result of intelligence gathered by the CMA’s Covid-19 
Taskforce. Vacation Rentals, which operates popular accommodation sites including 
Hoseasons and Cottages.com, voluntarily changed its policy following the CMA’s 
statement of 30 April and has now formally committed to make the following 
changes:  

• to offer a full refund to customers who booked holiday homes but could not 
stay in them due to lockdown restrictions 

• to communicate its new policy clearly on its website and via social media 
• to provide the CMA with monthly reports on how many refund offers have 

been made and accepted. 

Vacation Rentals operates a sizeable number of accommodation in Scotland, with 
over 1,000 holiday lets spread throughout the country.  

18. Other holiday lets firms, however, have not yet done the same and the CMA’s 
investigation is continuing. Common complaints include companies refusing to 
provide full refunds at all or offering only vouchers instead of cash refunds. The CMA 
will continue with its inquiries into the holiday accommodation sector, which may 
ultimately lead to court action against companies which fail to comply. The CMA will 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/covid-19-cma-to-investigate-cancellation-policy-concerns
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/covid-19-cma-to-investigate-cancellation-policy-concerns
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/covid-19-cma-to-investigate-cancellation-policy-concerns
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/covid-19-cma-to-investigate-cancellation-policy-concerns
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also publish further information in connection with its wider rolling programme of 
work on cancellations and refunds during the Covid-19 pandemic, including in 
connection with concerns in the package travel sector.   

Other areas of Covid-19 Taskforce work 

19. The CMA’s Covid-19 Taskforce has also: 

• Published guidance that makes clear that no action will be taken by the CMA 
against business co-ordination undertaken solely to address concerns arising 
from the current crisis. The guidance, which applies across sectors, sets out the 
conditions under which cooperation between companies will be exempted from 
competition law enforcement during the Covid-19 outbreak. Equally, the guidance 
emphasises that the CMA will not tolerate conduct which goes beyond what is 
necessary to respond to the pandemic and opportunistically seeks to exploit the 
crisis. 

• Issued a general 'refresher' on how it is likely to approach ‘failing firms’ claims in 
merger cases. In a recent case the panel of independent group members who 
decide phase 2 merger cases provisionally cleared Amazon’s investment in 
Deliveroo in light of a deterioration in Deliveroo’s financial position as a result of 
coronavirus. 

• Written to over 120 firms across the UK, accounting for 2,900 complaints, in 
relation to price gouging claims to warn traders of our concerns and to gather 
further information about the potential breaches of competition law. 

• Provided advice and assistance to governments on so called ‘exclusion orders’ 
ensuring the risk of anti-competition behaviour and consumer harm are kept to a 
minimum. 

20. The CMA regularly publishes updates on the ongoing work of the taskforce, the 
most recent report being published on 21 May.  

21. We will study with interest the Committee’s evidence for any information or 
issues that might be relevant to our current cases or suggest other issues we may 
wish to look at in the future. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cma-approach-to-business-cooperation-in-response-to-covid-19/cma-approach-to-business-cooperation-in-response-to-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cma-approach-to-business-cooperation-in-response-to-covid-19/cma-approach-to-business-cooperation-in-response-to-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/merger-assessments-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/annex-a-summary-of-cmas-position-on-mergers-involving-failing-firms
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/merger-assessments-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic/annex-a-summary-of-cmas-position-on-mergers-involving-failing-firms
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cma-coronavirus-taskforce-update-21-may-2020/protecting-consumers-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic-update-on-the-work-of-the-cmas-taskforce
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cma-coronavirus-taskforce-update-21-may-2020/protecting-consumers-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic-update-on-the-work-of-the-cmas-taskforce

