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Dear Ms McAlpine 

  

Thank you for your letter dated 22 May 2020. 

  

I note your questions following the comments made by the Cabinet Secretary for Economy, 

Fair work and Culture to your Committee on 21 May.  Before setting out a full explanation 

as to why the Trust has been compelled to propose emergency measures as a result of the 

current public health emergency, I would like to confirm the following key points: 

  

• The emergency measures we have proposed – including placing 429 staff at risk of 

redundancy and the criteria for a limited re-opening of built heritage properties 

once permitted – are just that; proposals; 

• The Trust has already formally commenced consultation. This began on 15 May; 

• These proposals are currently subject to the outcome of that consultation with our 

workforce and our recognised trades union, Prospect; 

• In discussion with Prospect representatives, whom we have now met with on 

several occasions, we have agreed to their proposal to extend the consultation 

period – this now runs until the end of July 2020; 

• We have made fulsome material available online in order to ensure that our staff 

can respond to the consultation – we have placed this on our website so that staff 

on furlough do not breach HMRC rules by opening Trust e-mails or using our 

intranet – it can be seen at  https://www.nts.org.uk/our-work/emergency-measures-

resulting-from-the-coronavirus-public-health-crisis; 

• The majority of staff placed at risk of redundancy are ‘permanent seasonals’, who 

normally return to work only for the busiest time of the year, which we have already 

missed due to lockdown; 

• We met with the Task Group established by the Cabinet Secretary for Economy, Fair  

• Work and Culture for the first time on 26 May. 

https://www.nts.org.uk/our-work/emergency-measures-resulting-from-the-coronavirus-public-health-crisis
https://www.nts.org.uk/our-work/emergency-measures-resulting-from-the-coronavirus-public-health-crisis
https://www.nts.org.uk/our-work/emergency-measures-resulting-from-the-coronavirus-public-health-crisis
https://www.nts.org.uk/our-work/emergency-measures-resulting-from-the-coronavirus-public-health-crisis
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Firstly, I would like to make reference to the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy & 

Tourism’s comments made on 14 May when he warned that revival for Scotland’s tourism 

sector “will not be quick” and is likely to be “a long period of recovery.”  Because so much 

of our busiest season has already been lost due to the lockdown, added to the reduced 

circumstances both he and we foresee for next year, our view was that the likelihood of 

redundancies is inescapable as in many cases of those at risk of redundancy, they will not 

have been at their place of work now for up to 15 months.  

 

The crux of the issue is that as an independent charity, we must be assessed to be a going 

concern by August 2020 at the latest - when our annual accounts are compiled - and this 

means that our outgoings must be balanced by our expected income.  

 

To meet this test, we are reducing outgoings by suspending capital investment and 

furloughing staff. We are seeking to raise income through extraordinary means, including 

sales of non-heritage property, seeking to re-allocate designated funds and through an 

emergency fundraising appeal. 

 

However, given the shortfall in income, these steps alone are not enough to maintain the 

Trust as a going concern. The practicalities of sustaining a workforce intended to support 

our busiest periods, but which cannot be deployed, is untenable, irrespective of 

temporary furlough conditions. Around seven in ten of the staff placed at risk of 

redundancy are returning ‘permanent seasonal’ staff for whom we have no work this year 

and considerably less in the next. With the likelihood of a vastly inferior financial position 

from the beginning of next financial year (March 2021), our proposal for a phased re-

opening takes on board the fact that further financial reserves would be required to 

support full-re-opening, irrespective of market conditions. Additionally, our general 

activities must be assessed for affordability and to this end, non-essential activity has 

already ceased, with impact on our workforce also factored into the proposals. As you will 

see, in general, many companies in the travel and tourism sector recently have either 

gone into administration or been significantly affected – a situation and reality not unique 

to the National Trust for Scotland. The staff roles we propose to retain within the Trust 

have been carefully assessed to ensure the retention of all key technical, professional, 

administrative and operational skills. 

  

I am grateful to have the opportunity to explain these circumstances to the Cabinet 

Secretary of the Scottish Government on 15 May having made our initial approach to the 

Scottish Government on 22 April.  I am further grateful for her constructive offer to 

establish the task group to review the challenges and possible options before us. Our 

initial meeting on 26 May focused on understanding the Trust’s financial position and 

exploring funding solutions. The group will meet again in a few weeks to take these 

discussions forward. 
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To recap, I do not have to tell you that these are unprecedented times; the Trust is facing 

an uncertain future. We are highly likely to lose at least half of our annual income and with 

income likely to be reduced next year too, by our estimates by circa 28%, and we are 

having to take action now to ensure we are on a sustainable footing before the end of the 

current financial year.  

  

As a standalone charity, we start each year with an operating deficit of circa £8–10m – a 

key feature in having to consider carefully the extent of properties opening at the 

beginning of next year and the vastly reduced reserves likely at that time following 

virtually no income in this year.  

  

We earn our income from four main sources: membership, commercial income from 

visitors, investment income from our endowments and fundraising and legacies. Only five 

of our 54 staffed properties generate more money than they cost to run and most of our 

investment income is ‘restricted’, meaning most income generated has to be used for the 

specific property or purpose for which it was given and we cannot use it subsidise the 

portfolio operating deficit. Less than one percent of income comes from public sector 

sources, and, as things stand, even that is not guaranteed. 

  

Over the last five years we have successfully grown our membership and commercial 

income year on year and through the careful stewardship of our investments we have 

been slowly closing the operating deficit whilst investing over £40m in conservation. 

Throughout we have maintained a fiscally prudent general reserves equivalent to six 

months of budgeted operational costs for properties which do not hold sufficient reserves 

themselves, plus the estimated costs of major conservation, repair and improvement 

projects during the year (roughly £28m in total).  

  

At the outset of the public health crisis, our general reserves balance was £35m - more 

than £7m above the minimum required balance. The minimum required balance being 

the level that the Board of Trustees deem necessary to ensure the continuity of the Trust 

so that the charity can survive unforeseen financial losses similar to the ones that we 

currently find ourselves presented with.  

  

With nowhere to visit, we have for the first time seen significant membership cancellations 

and virtually no new members joining. Our commercial income, from retail, catering, 

holiday lets and events, has been wiped out and the fall in the stock markets saw £30m 

wiped off the value of our investment assets in just one month. In the face of such losses 

and with some measure of social distancing expected to remain in place for the balance 

this year, we know we will not be able to recoup lost income through trading, which 

means that without action our reserves will be used up by the end of this financial year.  

  

Looking to next year, and mindful of the staged approach to easing lockdown announced 

by the First Minister on 21 May, we do not envisage a quick return to pre-pandemic activity  



 

 

FROM THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE 

The National Trust for Scotland, Hermiston Quay, 5 Cultins Road, Edinburgh EH11 4DF 

Tel: 0131 458 0200  Fax: 0131 458 0201  Email: information@nts.org.uk  Web: nts.org.uk 

 

The National Trust for Scotland for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty is a charity registered in Scotland, Charity Number SC007410 

 

Patron – HRH The Prince Charles, Duke of Rothesay KG KT GCB OM, President – Neil Oliver,  Chairman – Sir Mark Jones,  Chief Executive – Simon Skinner MBA 

4 

 

and associated income, rather we think we will see something like a 28% overall fall in the 

income we would have otherwise expected, as I mentioned earlier. That being the case we 

need to take action now to put in place a business model where the anticipated income 

more closely matches its costs and where we have in place sufficient reserves to pass the 

‘going concern’ test.  

  

That test forms part of year end audit later this summer, so we have little time to act. Our 

initial calculations suggested a £10m gap in our required level of reserves and accordingly 

we reached out Scottish Government and other grant giving bodies.   We are also 

engaging with our regulator, the Scottish Charity Regulator (OSCR) to try and lift some of 

the restrictions on our restricted funds (endowments etc), and have assembled a list of 

non-heritable assets for sale, but it remains uncertain how much they can contribute and 

when.  I should note that, unlike commercial enterprises, the Trust (as a charity) cannot 

count on bank loans, promissory notes and other lines of credit as a contribution to their 

short-term solvency and or in our case to replace spent reserves. 

  

Accordingly, we wrote to the Scottish Government on 22 April outlining our financial 

position and intended actions, including the risk of redundancies, with a request to meet 

and discuss a potential and limited amount of support (up to £10m) towards ensuring we 

remained a going concern.   As mentioned, it was 15 May before we were given an 

opportunity to meet with the Cabinet Secretary and whilst I am pleased to say she has 

moved quickly to establish a working group to explore funding options, as you know, she 

has subsequently made it very clear there can be no Government support without a 

reduction in redundancies. I very much hope that through the ongoing consultation and 

the actions we are taking on releasing funds etc. that we will be looking at a much smaller 

number of actual redundancies and I look forward to continuing to work with the Scottish 

Government with the hope that it can contribute towards a solution to our challenges. 

  

Part of that challenge is to design a sustainable operating model for next year - where our 

operating costs more closely match our projected fall income and where we can afford to 

reopen and staff without incurring additional losses, whilst ensuring the Trust retains key 

skills and resources to operate sustainably for the foreseeable future and be ready to 

scale up as conditions eventually improve.   

  

In the meantime, as an independent charity, we have postponed all capital projects, 

brought to an early end fixed term contracts and cancelled all seasonal staff recruitment 

and are seeking donations.  We know how difficult it is for our people and the people who 

love our places. If we are to continue fulfilling our responsibility to protect Scotland’s 

heritage, unfortunately, we do need to think about the bottom line - it is not an either/or 

option.  Like us, Historic Environment Scotland has lost half of its budgeted income (£28m) 

and is planning on a reduced number of properties opening next year. Like us, it too 

needs to build back their reserves to demonstrate going concern before the end of the 

summer, BUT unlike us it has the cushion of substantial public funds.  
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Following our announcement on potential redundancies, the UK Government announced 

an extension to the workforce Furlough scheme.  Whilst it is unclear what percentage 

contribution employers are expected to make after June, we are working through the 

numbers to see how we can best respond. Ideally, I would want to extend our top-up to 

100% of salary but I do not yet know if this is affordable. 

  

I should also point out that we had no prior warning of the furlough extension and, 

indeed, advance media coverage was indicating that the Chancellor was seeking to wind 

the scheme down, rather than extend it.  That said, the news was welcome but, while we 

feel that even an extended scheme will not address the underlying concerns for the Trust’s 

future, and hence the need for drastic action (which if not taken, may put more jobs, as 

well as the Trust itself, at risk), we will consider what this means for the timetable we have 

laid out. 

  

As regards re-opening of our properties, we welcomed the Scottish Government’s staged 

approach to easing back the lockdown, Stage One of which began on 28 May.  Thus far the 

conditions set out favour earlier opening of our countryside properties, for which there is 

no charge to enter, meaning that built heritage access is likely to be limited for what is left 

of the season.  In line with Stage One of the Scottish Government’s route map we are 

removing barriers to entry at many of our countryside properties to enable local access - 

but these properties are examples of the work we do and the expenses we incur with 

receiving any direct income outside of membership fees and fundraising appeals. 

  

Looking to the remainder of this year and into next year, we plan on opening roughly half 

our properties to determine thereafter, based on the financial circumstance and social 

distancing measures still in place, how many more we can bring back online. To that end, 

we are and will be working to the Scottish Government’s guidance and timelines for lifting 

lockdown and are liaising with our sector colleagues and internal experts to develop risk-

assessed guidelines for the safe re-opening of all our properties. Behind the scenes we 

have been securing the PPE, cleaning materials and new signage to support our re-

opening. 

  

The outlook points to seasonal roles being unviable for a year or more from now. Knowing 

this and the financial implications for continuing to carry these costs, it is our fiduciary 

duty to assess the resources required.  Our assessment is that to hold onto a substantial 

proportion of our seasonal workforce without work for them and no income coming in to 

mitigate the costs would undermine the Trust’s remaining resources and essential 

activities. 

  

In conclusion, the Trust hasn’t taken its decisions lightly, it has conducted a robust process 

of assessing its organisational and financial conditions and it has already engaged with 

staff in formal consultation.    
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The National Trust for Scotland is at a critical moment in its history, and we will work with 

members, staff and supporters to ensure we have a future. Due to the sheer scale of our 

responsibilities, and the timing of the crisis, we are perhaps among the most visible of 

Scotland's charities to be in this position, but we are unfortunately not alone.  

 

I would like to thank you again for the opportunity to engage with the Committee and look 

forward to our ongoing exploration of our options through the task group. 

  

Yours sincerely 

 

 
Simon Skinner 

Chief Executive 

 

 

 

 

 




