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Introduction 
The Association of Scotland’s Self-Caterers (ASSC) appreciate the opportunity to 
provide evidence to the Scottish Parliament’s Culture, Tourism, Europe and External 
Relations Committee further to their inquiry into the introduction of a Transient Visitor 
Levy and welcome the Committee’s focus on this important issue. 
 
Founded in 1978, the ASSC is the leading source of knowledge on short-term letting 
and holiday homes in Scotland. The ASSC is the only trade body representing the 
interests of the traditional self-catering sector. It has more than 650 Members, 
operating in excess of 7,000 self-catering properties throughout Scotland, and has 
close links with other European countries, as founding members of the European 
Holiday Homes Association (EHHA).  
 
The ASSC commits its members to maintaining the principles of “quality, integrity, 
cleanliness, comfort, courtesy and efficiency” and to offering visitors to Scotland 
consistently high standards within their self-catering properties. The ASSC’s vision is 
to place our members at the forefront of a professional, vibrant and prosperous 
Scottish self-catering sector. 
 
Context 
The ASSC note with interest the ongoing debate about the introduction of a tourism 
tax or levy, particularly with City of Edinburgh Council, but also within a number of 
local authorities in Scotland. However, there are no existing powers for local 
authorities to introduce a tourism tax which would instead require primary legislation 
from the Scottish Parliament.  
 
The concept does not appear to have the support of the Scottish Government, with 
the Cabinet Secretary for Culture, Tourism and External Affairs stating her opposition 
to the plans from City of Edinburgh Council on the Transient Visitor Levy, highlighting 
that there was “no agreement to make this happen”1, as well as more recent 
comments by the Cabinet Secretary for Finance, Economy and Fair Work, Derek 
Mackay: “The Scottish Government position remains consistent: we will not consider 
requests to implement a tourist tax unless the tourism and hospitality industry is 
involved from the outset and its long-term interests are fully recognised.”2 
 
Like the majority of industry stakeholders, the ASSC oppose the introduction of a 
tourism tax. 76% of Scottish small firms in Edinburgh are against the policy, as 
highlighted in a survey by the Federation of Small Businesses Scotland in May 2018, 
with 73% believing it would have a negative impact on the economy.3 Moreover, in 
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June 2018, the ASSC were signatories to the Scottish Tourism Alliance Member 
Council statement opposing a tourism tax.4 
 
ASSC Membership Survey 
Earlier this year, the ASSC undertook a survey of its members to gauge their views 
on the possible introduction of a tourist tax in Scotland, alongside other key issues. 
Around 200 responses were received, representing almost one-third of our 
membership. Nearly three-quarters (73%) of ASSC members are opposed to the 
introduction of a tourist tax in Scotland.5 
 
Here are a selection of ASSC member views on the introduction of a tourism tax in 
Scotland: 
 

“A Tourism Tax would prohibit the growth of the holiday and tourism sector in 
Scotland. Small tourism businesses need to be supported more than ever in 
this austerity-ridden Brexit climate.” 

 
“We need to be competitive in Europe to attract guests not put them off with 
too higher prices.” 

 
“It is a clear deterrent to visitors who will choose an alternative destination 
which does not involve paying a tax. Holidays are selected for economic 
reasons as well as desirable destination. Scotland needs incentives for 
visitors, not deterrents.” 

 
“Tourism businesses are already taxed heavily…and Scotland is expensive 
enough for visitors without adding to the cost.” 

 
“Imposing a Tourism Tax on visitors to Scotland will only deter numbers and 
not encourage visitors. The costs of travel, accommodation and attractions 
are already very high compared to other parts of Europe.” 

 
“Scotland is already a very expensive destination with a high rate of VAT.” 

 
“If rural businesses are forced into increasing their prices further that it could 
seriously damage these small businesses.” 

 
“Why kill the goose? My guests to Edinburgh spend tens of thousands in 
Scotland each year helping local businesses thrive and generate jobs and 
revenues.” 

 
The ASSC believe that local and national policymakers should take cognisance of 
these views, especially due to the importance of the industry to the Scottish tourist 
economy. Self-catering is a vital component of the tourism industry and currently 
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supports approximately 15,000 jobs, attracts £723m in consumer spending, £470m 
of which is spent by visitors to Scotland.6 
 
ASSC Policy Position 
The ASSC oppose the introduction of a tourism tax for the following reasons: 
 

• Scotland is already an expensive place to visit, with the World Economic Forum 
ranking the UK as 135/136 in terms of tourism price-competitiveness.7 The 
impact of a tourism tax on price-sensitive visitors ought to be fully evaluated. 
 

• Furthermore, the UK has the second highest VAT rate in Europe at 20% and 
the UK is one of a few EU countries that does not have a reduced rate of VAT 
for tourism services. An additional tax would merely reduce the competitiveness 
of Scotland’s tourism sector in relation to our main competitor destinations. 
 

• Given that a tourist tax would make Scotland less competitive, it would be 
contrary to the National Tourism Strategy, working against efforts to increase 
visitor numbers and revenues, now at record levels according to official 
statistics.8 
 

• It should not be forgotten that tourists already make a significant economic 
contribution to the Scottish economy (and our members pay business 
rates/Council Tax), thereby generating wealth that helps to enable 
infrastructure spend. For instance: 
 
- Statistics show that tourism contributes approximately £6bn to the Scottish 

economy, 5% of the total, employing around 207,000 people. In 2016, 
almost £4.8bn was spent by overnight visitors to Scotland, benefiting local 
businesses and communities in the process.9  
 

- Research from Visit Scotland also underlines the crucial importance of 
tourism to Scotland’s rural communities, where tourism-related employment 
often accounts for nearly double the national average.10 

 

• A tourism tax could therefore jeopardise the sizeable contribution that tourism 
makes to the Scottish economy through tourism-related employment and visitor 
spend. 
 

• Our sector is already facing a number of financial and regulatory pressures – 
for example, following the 2017 Rates Revaluation, the average increase in 
Rateable Value for self-catering properties was 65%, the highest increase in 
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the hospitality industry – and the imposition of a tourism tax would add to this 
potent mix. In our membership survey, the overwhelming majority (91%) 
believed that the cost of doing business increased during 2017 and that this 
had impacted on their profitability, indicated by 79% of respondents.11  
 

• As representatives of the self-catering sector, we are acutely aware that a 
tourism tax may negatively affect businesses beyond the traditional 
accommodation sector that are part of Scotland’s dynamic tourist economy. 
Any reduction in visitor spend could affect restaurants, bars, visitor attractions 
to name but a few. 

 
If a tourism tax is introduced, the ASSC consider that several sectors should share in 
its contribution. It should not be a solely a ‘bed tax’, which will penalise overnight 
visitors, while excluding letting day visitors.  
 
Conclusion  
The ASSC believes in the responsible growth of Scotland’s tourism sector and that 
all levels of government should look to maximise the opportunities arising from one 
of Scotland’s most important industries, rather than creating additional barriers, 
especially in the context of the uncertainties posed by the UK’s withdrawal from the 
European Union. 
 
While we recognise the financial difficulties at local authority level, our members pay 
business rates (or council tax) and visitors to Scotland make a huge economic 
contribution to the economy. Proponents of a tourism tax frequently assert that they 
successfully operate in a number of European cities, while simultaneously failing to 
acknowledge the high rate of VAT applied to our sector.  
 
Any moves to introduce a tourism tax or levy in Scotland should be subject to 
extensive, genuine and meaningful consultation with stakeholders. In addition, the 
ASSC believes that an independent economic impact assessment should 
accompany any proposals. In closing, we draw the Committee’s attention to the 
statement from the Scottish Tourism Alliance Member Council: 
 

“Only if there is clear evidence that there would be no negative impacts on the 
Scottish tourism economy, and its component businesses, including, tourism 
employment and importantly, the commercial accommodation sector which is 
likely to be at the forefront of collecting any additional tax, would the STA 
Member Council then be open to reconsidering its current position.”12 
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Chief Executive 
October 2018 

                                            
11  ASSC., ASSC Membership Survey. 
12  ASSC., ‘Scottish Tourism Alliance (STA) Member Council Issue Statement on Tourism Tax/Levy’. 


