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Impact of COVID-19 on Scotland’s Hospitality Sector 
 
 

 
 

 
Introduction  
 
Unite Scotland is the country’s largest trade union representing over 150,000 workers 
across the Scottish economy. We represent workers in bars, cafes, restaurants, hotels 
and casinos from Shetland to Kelso with the only bespoke trade union campaign for 
the industry. Unite the union welcomes the opportunity to provide written and oral 
evidence to this important committee on behalf of our thousands of members across 
the Scottish hospitality sector. During this written and the oral answers I give on 17th 
December, I will aim to cover the impact Covid has had on the workers of the industry 
in three sub-sections – job losses, use of furlough and the treatment of migrant 
workers. I will conclude on what we – as the primary representatives of the hospitality 
workforce – believe is necessary in order to prevent the collapse of an industry which 
is on the brink.  
 
Covid-related Job Losses 
 
According to Fourth1 – the most used employee data software in the industry – 
650,000 jobs have been lost in the UK hospitality and tourism sector since March 2020. 
Going by ONS figures which equate Scotland’s working population to make-up 9% the 
UKs, that means that around 58,000 jobs have been lost in the Scottish hospitality 
sector in the last 9 months. Given some regions reliance on tourism such as Edinburgh 
and the Highlands, this may be even higher. 
 
Compared to November 2019, the data reveals that the hospitality workforce has 
shrunk by 26%. Based on the 285,000 understood to be employed in the sector, a 
26% reduction in employment would equate to over 70,000 job losses in Scotland. The 
pub sector has experienced the least negative impact, with a drop in labour of 21% 
over the course of the year. This is followed by casual dining with a drop of 26% and 
the restaurant sector at 28%. The most impacted sector, again, has been hotels, 
where there has been a 31% reduction in labour compared to last year. 
 

                                                           
1 Insights on Hospitality Recovery Report - November - Fourth UK 

https://www.fourth.com/en-gb/resource/insights-on-hospitality-recovery-report-november/
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One piece of good news to come out of this data is that the job losses appear to be 
slowing. The hospitality workforce shrunk by 4% in November compared to 7% in 
October. However, this was still 9845 jobs in November. As the smallest decline since 
June, this would suggest that the government's extension of the furlough scheme until 
March 2021 is protecting some jobs. 
 
Sadly, for tens of thousands of workers, the extended furlough was announced far too 
late by the UK Treasury. A toxic combination of unscrupulous employers unwilling to 
use the scheme and delays in the announcement of extended furlough until days 
before the cliff-edge date of 31st October cost thousands of jobs in the sector most 
reliant on the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme.  
 
Throughout this pandemic, unscrupulous hospitality employers have failed to consult 
the workers they aim to make redundant in a genuine of meaningful manner in 
accordance with Section 188 of Trade Union Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act.  
 
Casual Dining Group (owners of Bella Italia, Café Rouge and Las Iguanas) invited 
1900 workers onto a conference call with 24 hours notice to tell them that they were 
all being made redundant.  In complete breach of the Trade Union Labour 
(Consolidation) Act we are now pursuing them for a protective award on behalf of our 
members there.  
 
Levy Restaurants terminated 400 workers at Scottish Events Campus – a venue 90% 
owned by Glasgow City Council - claiming that they could not continue to furlough their 
workforce. The company refused to allow most of the casual workers to be part of the 
collective consultation process because they were arbitrarily regarded as casual and 
they were simply removed from furlough without consultation. During the collective 
consultation process itself they muted the workers elected by their peers to represent 
the core workforce and read-out the same twenty minute statement at every meeting, 
refusing to consider any alternative proposals signed by 80% of the representatives.   
 
Use of Furlough  
 
According to the most recently attainable figures by the ONS2 the two sectors with the 
highest uptake of furlough involved hospitality workers. As of 31st August, 50% of arts, 
entertainment and recreation employers and 45% of hospitality employers were still 
using the furlough scheme. While this had reduced from previous months due to the 
‘Eat out to Help Out’ scheme operating in August, it has almost certainly grown again 
for September, October and November. 
 

                                                           
2 Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme statistics: October 2020 - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-october-2020/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme-statistics-october-2020#furloughing-by-sector-at-31-august
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Whilst we appreciate that this pandemic has been devastating for hospitality sector 
businesses as customers have been restricted from using many hospitality venues for 
most of the year, it is workers who have undoubtedly faced the brunt of its impact.  
 
Focusing solely on some of the largest hospitality employers in the country, we have 
examples of companies who absolutely could have used the furlough scheme to retain 
workers through this pandemic but chose not to – opting instead to lay-off thousands 
of workers and use public money to pay their severance packages in the process. We 
have raised our concerns about what we consider to be misuse of public funds with 
the Chancellor, Rishi Sunak3 and the Culture Minister, Fergus Ewing in July4 
 
We also have evidence of employers using the cover of Covid to terminate up to 95% 
of their workforce only to bring the same (or new) staff back on reduced terms and 
conditions. At their flagship hotels in Glasgow and Edinburgh Intercontinental Hotels 
Group Terminated over 600 workers at their 3 flagship hotels in Glasgow & Edinburgh 
- The George, Grand Central Hotel and The Blythswood. We raised concerns with 
local MPs including Deirdre Brock who wrote to the IHG CEO Keith Barr.  
 
At the Glasgow Airport and Edinburgh Zoo Holiday Inns, LGH Management terminated 
over 200 workers claiming that they could not afford the employer contributions which 
at that point were less than 5%. The company served notice of termination in August 
but kept them on the books until January 2021 in order to use public money from the 
Job Retention Scheme to pay 80% of the workers notice pay. They then invited 
workers to “re-apply” for 8-12 roles (per hotel) entitled Hospitality Service Experts.5 
 
At each stage of the collective consultation process our members put forward 
alternative proposals to compulsory redundancies which would have saved hundreds 
of jobs, but these were flatly dismissed by both companies.  
                                                           
3 Letter to Rishi Sunak MP from Stewart McDonald MP 
4 Letter to Fergus Ewing MSP 
5 LGH Hotels plans to cut hundreds of jobs due to coronavirus pandemic | Business | The Guardian 
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https://twitter.com/FairHospitality/status/1281147885191659520?s=20
https://twitter.com/FairHospitality/status/1286204156341100544?s=20
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/aug/06/lgh-hotels-plans-to-cut-hundreds-of-jobs-due-to-coronavirus-pandemic
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I have personally represented workers who have been made redundant three times 
since March. Those who have been “lucky” enough to retain their jobs during this 
period have had to live on 80% of what is regarded as the minimum required to survive. 
That is excluding the tips and gratuities that many hospitality workers rely on to have 
a decent living.  
 
As part of our Hospitality Rescue Plan6 we put to the Treasury in October, we have 
called-upon the UK Government to create a minimum earning floor for low-paid 
workers on furlough to ensure that no workers earns less than the minimum throughout 
this crisis. We have also written to the First Minister requesting her support for this 
campaign and to write to the Prime Minister and Chancellor to create a minimum 
earning floor for minimum wage workers who have been furloughed.  
 
Treatment of Migrant workers 
 
During this pandemic, one of the worst affected groups of workers have been migrant 
workers who are predominant in the hospitality and tourism sector. Given this 
committee’s remit, it is important to highlight their treatment in the context of a post-
Brexit landscape.  
 
Back in March Britannia Hotels made headlines7 around the country when they 
terminated staff without notice at the Coylumbridge Hotel in Aviemore and told them 
to vacate staff accommodation immediately. This happened again only 2 weeks ago 
when a large hotel chain threatened to evict 20 workers at the Fisher’s Hotel in 
Pitlochry. It was only when our members collectively challenged their treatment and 
sought the help of charities and politicians (some of whom are on this Committee) that 
the employer agreed to withdraw the eviction notice and offer to keep the staff in their 
shelter and food until after Christmas. They will however, not receive any furlough 
wage to enjoy their Christmas.  
 
Here are just some of the stories from migrant worker members in the hotels sector: 
 
Martin Kovacs was a bar-worker at the Fisher's Hotel in Pitlochry:  
 
“On 1st December our colleagues were sacked and given 12 days to vacate our staff 
accommodation after which we would be evicted. The company refused to re-furlough 
us claiming they couldn’t afford the 5% employer contributions. They even tried to 
charge us for the days we had to stay there until we were able to get home to Hungary, 
Poland, Spain and Czech Republic.” 
 
“We joined Unite Hospitality because we’d seen the work they’d done to support 
migrant workers in other hotels in the Highlands. Collectively, through a short but 
effective media campaign involving politicians and charities we forced the Castle Hotel 
group to withdraw its eviction notice and commit to allowing us to stay throughout 
Christmas and being fed by the hotel. We will continue to campaign until we have been 
reinstated on furlough” 

                                                           
6 See more detailed note under A New Deal for Hospitality Workers  
7 Coronavirus: Hotel sacks and evicts staff 'immediately' without notice over virus fears - Mirror Online 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/coronavirus-hotel-sacks-evicts-staff-21724241
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Jolanta Gintal was a breakfast manager at the Blythswood Hotel in Glasgow:  
 
“At the end of August, I was unfairly selected for redundancy by Intercontinental Hotel 
Group on account of my Trade Union membership having been an active member of 
Unite in my hotel for several years. 137 of my colleagues also lost their jobs because 
the company claimed it couldn’t afford to keep them on furlough. It rejected all of our 
reasonable alternative to compulsory redundancies.  
 
During the redundancy “consultation” myself and over 50 migrant worker colleagues 
at the two flagship IHG hotels put a collective letter to the company requesting 
translation support for those who may not fully understood what was happening to 
them. The company flatly rejected these reasonable requests and staff were told to 
“use google translate”. 
 
Days after we were terminated, IHG brought in staff externally and from other hotels 
and agencies on lesser wages and terms to cover our roles. 
 
With the support of my union, my colleagues and I across IHG hotels are challenging 
these unfair dismissals legally and politically” 
 
We believe that the treatment of migrant workers (and workers in general) throughout 
this pandemic has been so unacceptable that we in October we called-upon the UK 
Government to set-up a Hospitality Commission. The intended aim of this 
Commission would be to investigate the mistreatment of workers during the pandemic 
with particular focus on migrant workers and the misuse of furlough. We shall be calling 
for similar in Scotland.  
 
A New Deal for Hospitality Workers 
 
On 4th August we met with the UK Tourism Minister Nigel Huddlestone to discuss key 
concerns in the industry and what was needed in order to protect jobs and conditions 
within the industry. We proposed a four page document of what we believed was 
needed to support the industry and its workforce through this pandemic but also what 
was needed for the long-term sustainability of the sector.  
 
By October, when it looked as though the sector would be heading towards a fatal cliff-
edge with the end of the Job Retention Scheme, we launched our Hospitality Rescue 
Package8 which called for the following:  
 

• Full extension of the Job Retention Scheme till March 2021 
• Minimum earning floor for those workers earning less than the living wage 
• Routine tests and adequate sick pay for workers having to self-isolate 
• Sufficient training to ensure that  

                                                           
8 Hospitality & Tourism Rescue Package  

https://unitehospitality.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/OurPlan.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0asBeU2y3dH5C6X9Mb1YDBlGgJ2jmO5dpu76mudASuXIlKUKrtigN-sMY
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• Creation of a Hospitality Commission and Bargaining Council ensuring tripartite 
working between employers, unions and government to help secure and ensure 
the survival of the sector.  

• Conditionality: Support for companies via the Job Retention Scheme (and 
other Government grants) should be made available on the condition that 
employers:  

(a) Provide secure contracts with a guaranteed minimum and maximum 
number of hours to all workers on their payroll within the last three 
months.  

(b) Utilise job sharing to keep as many workers in jobs as possible rather 
than overburdening some sta and laying o the rest. •  

(c) Engage with the Hospitality Commission to improve working conditions.  
(d) Curb excessive executive wages in larger corporations, and 

demonstrate that public money is not being used to pay shareholder 
dividends. 

 
On 22nd October, the Scottish Greens tabled a motion calling for the Scottish 
Government to support the aims of our hospitality rescue package. At the annual 
STUC Congress we reiterated this call for politicians and employers alike to support a 
fair deal for Scotland’s hospitality worker.9  
 
Conclusion 
 
Covid should be a wake-up call for our industry. It has served to expose some deeply-
entrenched concerns that many in the trade union movement have been saying for a 
long-time, that as the lowest paid and most precarious sector in terms contractual 
security the hospitality sector (and in particular its workforce) was always going to fair 
worst in a public health crisis like this.  
 
What is clear is that if we do not do something about the long-term issues of poverty 
pay, zero hour and low hour contracts, the flagrant disregard for health and safety 
prevalent within the sector then we are going to lose10 the knowledge, skills and 
customer service of the most important asset of our sector – the workers who make 
the Scottish hospitality industry the most welcoming in the world.  
 
Bryan Simpson 
Unite Hospitality  
 

 

                                                           
9 Scottish Trades Union Congress 2020 Why we need a new deal for Scottish hospitality workers   
10 Our survey of 477 hospitality workers found that 48% of those made redundant would not return to 
the sector. 78% of chefs would not recommend the sector to school leavers because of the way they 
have been treated during the pandemic. 

https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/f/why-we-need-new-deal-scottish-hospitality-workers

