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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 SARAH WEBB AND STEVE BLAIR 
 
Whilst being acutely aware that this is a tremendously difficult time for vast numbers 
of the population, I am writing to ask for your help with a situation which seems to be 
becoming more and more complex and increasingly unjust. 
 
My husband and I bought McMurdoston House 8 years ago and put an enormous 
amount of hard, physical work and most of our life savings into converting it into a Bed 
and Breakfast with two holiday cottages on site. After a couple of years we began to 
build up a reasonable business – never with a view to making our fortune, rather as a 
way to help pay for the running of the place (which we love) and in order to encourage 
like-minded people to get to know this wonderful part of the world. Visit Scotland were 
proactive and helpful and Business Gateway gave financial assistance where 
possible. Even the RSPB have encouraged us to think this is a special place for both 
human and animal visitors. 
 
Sadly, now the world is in the throes of the COVID epidemic and we have been forced 
to close both the B and B and self-catering accommodation on the orders of the 
government. We refunded all our customers who had paid in advance, cancelled all 
other future bookings and we are not taking any more bookings. Like everyone else 
we have no idea when this situation will change. 
 
When we were told that a grant was available for people in a similar situation to 
ourselves we applied for it - we come under the Small Business Bonus Scheme and 
this is our sole income. However, we have now been turned down for the said £10,000 
grant on the basis that we did not let out one of our self-catering properties for the 
required 140 days in the year leading up to this crisis.  
 
This seems utterly unjust for the following reasons: 
 

• We did let out our self-catering properties for more than 140 days if you allow 
both properties to be taken into account (in addition we had many nights of B 
and B but have never been asked so far to account for these). Our sole income 
comes from renting out two cottages in our own yard plus the many nights of B 
and B; 

• England and Wales do not have the 140 day restriction; 
• We fulfil all the criteria other than the 140 day restriction; 
• We and many of our competitors also had a bad year leading up to 2020 (largely 

we believe due to Brexit and the negativity and rumour-mongering surrounding 
it), meaning our income was down by some 30% - now it seems we will be 
penalised further for earning too little over that period. Our accounts show that 
we were earning increasing amounts each year prior to this but this is not 
deemed relevant information for this grant application; 
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• In order to have even a ghost of a chance of re-opening successfully sometime 
in the future we are still having to pay council tax/insurances/public liability/all 
utilities/booking agents/advertisers etc. 

  
It feels currently as if we are being driven rapidly over the edge of a financial cliff, with 
occasional offers of help being snatched away just as we begin to fall. The horror of 
having to close and go on benefits is becoming more and more of a reality. 
 
Please would you consider our case and offer any advice you can. I cannot believe 
that we are the only ones in this position and am aware that organisations such as the 
Association of Scotland’s Self-Caterers are trying to fight on our behalf for the help we 
desperately need. If the entire Scottish tourist industry is going to survive in the 
aftermath of COVID I believe that small, rural businesses such as ours, where people 
can truly get away from other people and yet still have wonderfully fulfilling holidays, 
are going to be crucial. 
  
I look forward to hearing from you in the near future. We need help as soon as 
possible. 
  
Yours sincerely 
  
Sarah Webb and Steve Blair 
 


