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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 HANNAH MACKAY TAIT / SCOTLAND WITH HANNAH 

I’ve been a freelance tour guide since 2016, working as a sole trader. It is hard to 
overstate the impact this has had on my business. I usually work a lot in the summer 
and then little in the winter, supplementing the money I’ve saved over the summer 
season with some part-time proofreading work. I would normally expect to have 
begun tour guiding again in mid-March, at almost exactly the time that the pandemic 
really kicked off in the UK. From early March, I was getting frequent cancellations. I 
have already lost thousands of pounds of earnings in the past six weeks, and I will 
lose thousands more over the coming months. This also has the potential to have a 
serious knock-on effect for later this year and into 2021, as no one knows when 
people will be able to resume travel. I would normally frequently be adding new 
bookings to my diary just now, and instead I am having to work on the assumption 
that all of the remaining bookings in my diary from July to October will also be 
cancelled. 
 
People in tourism, culture and hospitality, especially those of us who are self-
employed, are in a particularly tough situation right now. For many people in other 
fields, once lockdown is lifted they can begin working up to some semblance of 
normality again. This will not be possible in tourism, culture and hospitality. It is my 
understanding that the UK Government scheme to support the self-employed will 
essentially pay us three months “average” pay backdated from June (and no one 
really knows what this means - are they simply dividing our last three years’ 
earnings? Are they aiming to find a fair average, not a simple division that includes 
earnings from four years ago?). This is, of course, very welcome. However, I will not 
be able to continue earning anything even approaching my previous earnings (which 
were not enormous as it is - I have never earned more than £25k a year) for the rest 
of the year. I can try to ramp up the copyediting and proofreading work I normally do 
in the winter, but as this is normally part-time, supplementary work, it will never 
approach my normal earnings and it will take time to build a client base. This will be 
particularly challenging as more people compete for jobs they can do from home, 
and companies who would normally contract out copywriting look to save money. 
 
I am not eligible for UC because my partner is still employed, and between us the 
money we have saved for a deposit on a flat exceeds £16k. As we’re in our early 30s 
and at the stage of our life where we’re looking to finally buy a flat in Edinburgh, our 
hometown, and consider having children, I am absolutely not prepared to spend all 
of our savings and our future security on just a few months. In a normal situation if 
tourism work dried up I would go and find a job in hospitality, the other field in which I 
have work experience, but I would not expect anywhere to be hiring new workers this 
year. 
 
I am lucky, really. I will not end up homeless, and I will not have to go without food, 
and this is still potentially destroying my future at a point where I was just becoming 
settled in my “adult career”. There are many people who are not so lucky, who 
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cannot easily wait months for the government to give them money from the self-
employment support scheme. And all of us will find it difficult to begin making money 
again when the situation is so uncertain. We cannot be tour guides from home, and 
we can’t make money if people are unable or unwilling to travel. The same will surely 
be true for theatres and music and hospitality venues who will likely need to enforce 
social distancing and reduce capacity for at least several months after lockdown. 
 
The Scottish tourism, culture and hospitality sector is going to need continued 
support for at least the rest of the year, not only for the next couple of months. There 
needs to be something in place to help workers and companies, as tourism will not 
be able to bounce back overnight. I understand a need for personal responsibility, 
but there are few self-employed people or small companies who could be prepared 
for an entire year without working, which would not be covered by any insurance in 
the circumstances. 
 
On a more hopeful note, I feel like this situation has given us a glimpse of possible 
positive changes. I would love to see this be used as an opportunity to rethink 
Scottish tourism and its relationship to the places it operates in, particularly in 
Edinburgh. Seeing the city centre streets empty of people is sad, but seeing them 
empty of traffic and massive tour coaches is extremely welcome. Seeing Airbnbs 
turn back into housing is wonderful, and they should be prevented from going back 
to short-term lets to increase Edinburgh’s housing stock. The positive environmental 
impact will be large. I would like to see this situation allow us to move towards a 
more sustainable future for Scottish tourism, and I would caution against the idea of 
coming back bigger and harder next year. We cannot forget that before this 
happened there were serious and legitimate concerns in Edinburgh about the city 
being run for tourists rather than residents, and I think it would be a huge mistake to 
focus on large-scale, poor-quality tourism that contributes little to the city in a 
desperate attempt to bring tourists back. Tourism is important to Scotland, but 
Scotland is important to tourists, and they want to see a real country, not a 
Disneyland. 


