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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 
 
CALL FOR VIEWS ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE 
AND TOURISM SECTORS 

SUBMISSION FROM HISTORIC HOUSES SCOTLAND 
 
About Historic Houses Scotland 

 
Historic Houses Scotland represents over 200 independently owned historic houses, 
castles and gardens in Scotland. These places are the bedrock of Scottish tourism, 
welcoming millions of tourists, locals and education visitors through their gates every 
year. They support thousands of jobs across rural Scotland, and rely on welcoming 
visitors and staging events and festivals to generate sufficient income to maintain 
Scotland's irreplaceable historic environment.  
 
All our member places are owned independently of government or national charities; 
most are independent small businesses providing jobs, enterprise and leisure 
opportunities in rural areas, whose ongoing economic viability is reliant on opening to 
the public for tourist visits, events, weddings and other forms of hospitality.  
 
Under normal circumstances our member houses and gardens in Scotland attract 6 
million visitors on an annual basis. Opening to visitors enables them to share the 
world-renowned heritage in their care with their local communities and with tourists; 
crucially, it also finances the over 4000 FTE jobs these places support, as well as 
funding the ongoing and considerable costs involved in caring for fragile historic 
buildings. Between them, these historic houses and gardens would usually generate 
over £300 million in visitor spend each year – two thirds of which is spent off site in 
local towns and villages, making them essential to the success of fragile local 
economies and the communities of which they are often such an important part.  
 
Impact of Covid-19 on Scotland’s independent heritage# 
 
With the arrival of Covid-19 Historic Houses Scotland places were entirely closed for 
business at what would usually be the start of their busiest time of the year; their 
sources of cash flow dried up overnight, and many are facing an entire season of 
losses.  

 
The Covid-19 shutdown has meant: 
 

• Cash flow into these small businesses – most of which rely on opening to the 
public in some way for much of their turnover – stopped overnight in March, 
and has not resumed since; 

• Most historic houses and gardens have had to furlough nearly all of their staff. 
Redundancies are inevitable in many cases, if business cannot resume soon 
enough. Given the number of SME businesses they represent, the total 
number of jobs at risk across Scotland could be on a similar scale to those 
already announced by the National Trust for Scotland; 

• Thousands of weddings, festivals and events have had to be cancelled or 
postponed, with severe knock-on impacts for couples hoping to get married, 
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venues and  local supply chains. The significant financial consequences are 
exacerbated by uncertainty as to when weddings, festivals and events may be 
able to resume, and a total lack of support from most insurers. This two-year 
gap between full seasons will also prove devastating for many of Scotland’s 
rural communities that rely on revenues from the peak tourism season to 
sustain them through the winter and spring; 

• The essential maintenance and conservation work needed to look after these 
historic visitor attractions is at risk. Owners faced a choice between 
furloughing their staff (meaning these essential maintenance tasks cannot be 
performed, since furloughed staff are unable to do any work) or attempting to 
keep on gardening and maintenance staff with no certainty as to how they 
would be able to pay them, since there is no income coming in.  

 
The current situation is therefore a profound crisis for hundreds of historic houses 
and gardens across the country, as well as the thousands of job roles dependent on 
these places, and the thousands of local suppliers who rely on their business, and 
poses potentially devastating consequences for the tourism sector at large. In early 
April, we carried out a short survey of our UK-wide membership to gauge the 
severity of the impact. The results are a sobering warning of the scale of what’s at 
risk: 
 

• Based on the level of free reserves and cash at bank, and current levels of 
expenditure and income, the survey results showed that after 3-4 months, 
53% of historic house respondents across the UK will have run out of 
reserves/cash to be able to continue to operate; this increases to 75% after 5-
6 months. One-quarter of respondents reported their level of free reserves 
and cash at bank as nothing (or less than nothing), with a further one-tenth 
(10%) reporting reserves/cash of less than £10,000; 

• Most our members’ turnover is completely reliant on historic houses and 
gardens being able to open to the public, with at least 64% (and potentially 
75%) of survey respondents’ turnover coming from admissions; retail and 
catering; and events and weddings. A further one-fifth (20%) of turnover 
comes from a range of other sources – much of which also relies on being 
open to the public; 

• Respondents estimated that the total scale of the financial shortfall across the 
UK will be more than £24.3 million over the next six months; 

• Almost two-thirds of survey respondents reported that they had been planning 
to take on seasonal staff during the coming six months and will now no longer 
do so due to Covid-19.  

 
Even if historic houses and gardens in Scotland can re-open to the public late from 
15 July onwards, they will have little time left in the season to recoup a whole season 
of losses, and in many cases, will not be profitable or perhaps even cover their costs 
due to the associated costs of reopening with social distancing measures, and the 
restrictions on visitor numbers that are likely to be in place. Those that have been 
able to postpone major festivals and events to 2021 have already lost their events 
income for the whole of 2020 and will face the re-booked events taking up prime 
dates for 2021, impacting on that year’s trading as well. Most of our member houses 
and gardens are therefore facing an entire year with zero or vastly reduced income, 
and are facing an uncertain and destabilising six to twelve-month period until the 
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2021 tourism season begins. Many are concerned the impact of this crisis will extend 
well beyond next year’s season, into 2022 and beyond.  

 
Response of Scottish and UK Government 
 
While the support packages on offer to the leisure, hospitality and retail sectors will 
be hugely helpful for many, and are certainly appreciated, there are significant gaps 
for some of the most severely affected leisure businesses in Scotland. 
 
We were deeply concerned by the lack of clarity and consistency around the 
Business Support Grant Schemes, which excluded some heritage-based leisure 
businesses. The Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Support Grant does not explicitly list 
any type of historic house, castle or heritage site as an eligible leisure business, 
despite including 'museums and galleries', many of which are housed within castles 
and historic houses. Secondly, 'castles' were explicitly excluded as eligible leisure 
businesses for the Small Business Support Grant. Lastly, the restrictions on eligibility 
for businesses with rateable values over £51k excluded some of our member houses 
from receiving any business support grants whatsoever. These larger sites are the 
lifeblood of Scotland’s tourism industry, and are often the largest employers in local 
rural areas; they could face imminent collapse with no income or support.  
 
Our members were particularly confused about why they were unfairly excluded from 
the Scottish Government's Business Support Grant Schemes when similar leisure 
businesses - historic houses and stately homes – were explicitly included in the 
equivalent support packages in England and Wales. The subsequent addition of the 
Pivotal Enterprise Resilience Fund and the Creative, Tourism and Hospitality 
Enterprises Hardship Fund addressed these concerns to an extent but both were 
oversubscribed, some members had their applications declined and those members 
that were successful had their claims reduced, indicating the demand for these 
schemes to allow such businesses to survive. The inconsistency and lack of clarity 
around these issues caused weeks of delays and could have been avoided. This 
lack of support for Scottish tourism businesses is an ongoing issue, with support 
spread too thinly and not targeted at industries, like tourism, which are suffering most 
under the current conditions. 
 
Concerns have been raised about the inconsistent approach local councils are taking 
to interpreting the eligibility criteria of government support grants, such as proving 
that self-catering accommodation is a primary source of income, and that it was let 
out for 140 days (rather than available for let) in the last financial year. Additionally, 
because many of the Scottish measures are administered through Local Authorities 
within a framework of guidelines from Scottish Government, Historic Houses 
Scotland members in different regions have support administered and judged in 
highly disparate ways.  
 
The UK Government Job Retention Scheme has provided a lifeline for many 
employers and employees, however the stark reality is that Historic Houses Scotland 
sites will be unable to continue to employ many of their staff members without a 
longer-term furlough package of support into 2021 and beyond. Those that can open 
for the end of the summer season will recoup very little of their losses, and will need 
support beyond October to avoid hundreds of redundancies.  
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With the announcement of the Scottish Government’s route map out of lockdown, we 
were disappointed to see no specific reference to venue or accommodation types in 
the route map, and the lack of clarity around what is permitted in ‘phase 1’. Whilst 
garden centres and plant nurseries are now allowed to open, and people are allowed 
to meet in parks in small groups, we have not received clear guidance from Scottish 
Government on whether independently owned parks and gardens can reopen. 
These sites can easily be adapted to meet social distancing guidelines, and opening 
them up as swiftly as possible will help to relieve the strain and overcrowding at local 
beauty spots, and will offer a lifeline to rural economies which rely on visitors and 
visitor spend. Garden attractions in England have now been open – with social 
distancing and hygiene measures in place – for over a fortnight, and have proven 
they can do so safely and responsibly. Garden attractions in Scotland can do the 
same, and can be a real lifeline for people’s health and wellbeing in local 
communities; the Scottish Government should be permitting people to visit their local 
garden attractions at the earliest possible opportunity. 
 
Our members are also concerned that, with their counterparts elsewhere in the UK 
opening ahead of them, potential domestic visitors to Scotland may choose to book 
holidays and make visits in other parts of the UK rather than risk a delay as the 
Scottish tourism industry re-opens. 
 
Case study – Limitations of Financial Support for Tourism Businesses 
 
A Historic Houses Scotland member in the Highlands applied for a PERF grand of 
£495k based on a cash flow deficit of £720k for the 2020 season. They were 
ultimately awarded a severely inadequate sum of £50,000 – representing just 6.9% 
of their annual deficit. This amount will not cover the basic life support requirements 
for the business to continue, meaning imminent redundancies, a severe scaling back 
of the estate’s activities, and a devastating impact on local livelihoods. Due to the 
rateable value threshold, the castle does not qualify for any further grants. To put this 
into a specific local economic context: 
 

• The estate is the largest private sector employer in the region, with around 50 
employees; 

• The estate’s total capital expenditure and repairs from 2008 to 2019 was over 
£4m; 

• Annually the estate contributes an average of £900,000 to the local economy 
through employment and investment in goods and services; 

• In the last 10 years, the estate has contributed £8.3m to the local economy 
and over £12m to the Scottish economy; 

• The estate reinvests seasonal profits back into maintaining and restoring its 
historic buildings each winter, as part of its mission to preserve and share an 
iconic piece of Scottish heritage; 

• All of the above now hangs in the balance, as does the survival of the estate 
itself. 
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The inadequate funding from Scottish Government in this case demonstrates a lack 
of understanding of the pivotal nature of this historic castle as the engine of the local 
tourist industry. The assessment also failed to consider the heavy dependence on 
seasonal tourism, which contributes 94% of the total estate annual revenue. It has 
been assumed that the estate can take out loans to cover its remaining costs, but 
this assumption disregards the substantial debts already accrued by a crucial roof 
restoration project undertaken by the estate within the last 5 years. The decision is 
being appealed, but the communications with HIE have been inefficient and sparse 
throughout the process.  
 
Covid-19 has been the greatest existential threat the estate has faced in its 800-year 
history. The outcome of this crisis for the castle will not only be crucial for this historic 
landmark, but for the jobs, prosperity and tourism economy of the entire region. 
Without the castle up and running, over 100,000 annual visitors to the region will be 
lost, with the ripple effect decimating the income streams of other local businesses 
and having a devastating effect on the local economy. This destructive impact on 
livelihoods could have been avoided with better consideration of the financial lifelines 
tourism sites desperately need during this crisis. 
 
Current Concerns 
 
We echo the Scottish Tourism Alliance in calling for further long term financial 
support for Scotland’s tourism industry. There is a very real risk that many 
businesses will not survive the period between now and their reopening, which we 
assume will be 15 July based on the Rural Economy Secretary’s Statement on 10 
June. We ask that the Scottish Government urgently consider the following: 
 
1. Provision of an urgent support package for tourism businesses in the short term, 

to stop more businesses from closing and making employees redundant.  We 
recognise that there has been a significant level of support from Scottish and UK 
governments and that future funding will need to come from the UK Treasury, 
and expect the Scottish Government to be pushing hard for these monies to be 
made available. 

 
2. A long-term package of specific support for the tourism sector due to loss of 

revenue from remaining closed during the high season. 
 
3. Opening garden attractions before the 15 July general reopening date would 

bring significant wellbeing benefits to local communities at this difficult time, as 
well as taking the pressure off crowded beauty spots. Our member gardens are 
very much part of their communities and can easily be made as safe to visit as 
public parks by carefully following guidance on social distancing and personal 
hygiene. Timed ticket entry, one-way routes, and regular reminders of the need 
to maintain distance between visitors will all ensure that visiting a local garden is 
as safe as any of the other activities now permitted in Scotland.  

 
4. Allowing temporary relaxations in the planning system that could be brought 

forward immediately, to help attractions with reopening infrastructure. For 
example, permitted development rights could be expanded to include widening 
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paths, installing temporary marquees, installing new handwashing facilities, and 
installing new signage, which would help fast-track the road to recovery for 
tourism sites.  

 
5. More support for wedding venues is needed urgently. The COVID-19 crisis has 

essentially wiped out the peak wedding season for 2020. For tens of thousands 
of couples across the country, and for the historic houses and gardens they have 
chosen as their venues, this is a disaster; made far worse by the fact that the 
insurance industry is largely avoiding its responsibilities and pushing the financial 
burden back on to the venues.  

 
6. We understand concerns around welcoming tourists from outside of Scotland, 

and that it is too soon to do so. However, our members are keen to work with 
their communities at a local level to restart tourism at a local destination level, 
and we urge the Scottish Government to consider whether sites could open 
locally initially, and how they can be supported to do this. Historic Houses and 
gardens are often at the heart of rural economies, and will be a vital source of 
employment, recreation and wellbeing in the recovery period, if they are properly 
supported. 

 
7. It is essential for the UK, Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish governments to 

coordinate where possible, to avoid confusing variations in different parts of the 
UK.  

 
 
Lydia Gibson 
Policy Officer 
Historic Houses 
June 2020 
 


