
  CTEEA/S5/20/C19/T015 

1 
 

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 PLACE 

PLACE is a grassroots network of Edinburgh residents that have been affected by 
the proliferation of (largely unlawful) short-term lets in our buildings and 
communities. 
 
We understand that the Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 
launched an open ended call for views from those with concerns about the future of 
the Culture and Tourism Sectors due to the Impact of COVID-19.  
 
The abrupt shutdown of our economy has had a devastating impact on anyone 
making their living from the tourism sector. People whose livelihoods rely on 
Scotland's position as a destination for visitors are and are likely to continue to suffer 
from lost income and lost sense of purpose. 
 
In all of the economic despair, the shutdown has given Edinburgh residents the 
chance to experience the relief that comes from living in a quieter city. We are able 
to see the true beauty of our city, no longer hidden behind mobs of crowds, traffic 
and tourist infrastructure. Short-term lets have returned to being homes. Residents 
have reconnected to a community, previously isolated by transient visitors. 
 
This allows us to consider what a sustainable level of tourism might look like for the 
city of Edinburgh. How a strategy that focuses on quality over volume might benefit 
visitors alongside our residents, and how fewer tourists having higher quality 
experiences might boost our economy in ways that high turnover tourism which 
displaced and frustrated locals never could. 
 
As a group that is trying to find the balance between short-term lets and liveable 
communities, we would like to present the following evidence that in Edinburgh, the 
ongoing closure of largely unlawful short-term lets is needed to protect the right to 
housing, the ability of residents to effectively isolate, and to focus much needed and 
deserved support to lawful tourism businesses. 
 
1) Adequate housing saves lives.  
 
Housing is a human right and has been the frontline defence against coronavirus. In 
Edinburgh, residents’ ability to have a home and stay home has been impeded by 
one of the most pressured housing markets in the UK, made significantly worse by 
the use of homes, largely unlawfully, as holiday lets.1 
 
Edinburgh has one of the highest concentrations of short-term lets in the world, with 
over one in four dwellings in the Old Town being listed on Airbnb. Concentrations of 
short-term lets are found all over the city. The independent research by Indigo House 

                                            
1  https://democracy.edinburgh.gov.uk/mgConvert2PDF.aspx?ID=10135 

https://democracy.edinburgh.gov.uk/mgConvert2PDF.aspx?ID=10135
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for the Scottish Government finds 12.78% of all City Centre dwellings are active 
listings on Airbnb, and noted further concentration in other areas of Edinburgh; Leith 
Walk, Leith, Southside/Newington, Fountainbridge.2 
 
The suspension of holiday letting in Edinburgh due to Covid-19 has revealed how 
much of Edinburgh City housing had been lost to short-term lets, and how this has 
also affected the range of shops in the city centre. This has reduced the number of 
neighbours to call on during this pandemic and made the City Centre less attractive 
now to families as there are not the essential shops to support them. 
 
The housing market has been flooded with homes for long-term let, with listings up 
more than 50% this year.3 65 holiday flats have been appropriated by the City of 
Edinburgh Council to provide accommodation for Edinburgh’s homeless families and 
rough sleepers. Presently there are no families living in unsuitable B&Bs.4 
 

1. The committee should recognise the extensive, and largely unlawful 
repurposing of homes for tourist accommodation which has occured in 
Edinburgh. 

2. The committee should recognise that properties currently being used 
during the pandemic for their lawful use, as homes, will wish to return to 
more profitable short-term letting as soon as possible. The return of this 
largely unlawful activity will affect residents' rights to adequate housing. 

 
2) Most entire home short-term lets in Edinburgh are unlawful.  
 
Short-term lets are an unlawful change of use in shared tenement properties which 
make up two thirds of Edinburgh housing and in main door properties with close 
neighbours, or who engage large groups 
 

This has been evidenced in numerous planning decisions, and upheld by the DPEA 
planning appeals division.5,6,7,8,9,10, 11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30, 

31,32,33,34,35,36,37,38,39,40,41,42.  
                                            
2  https://www.gov.scot/publications/short-term-lets-consultation-regulatory-framework-scotland-analysis-
consultation-responses/ 
3  https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/coronavirus-in-scotland-landlords-call-time-on-short-term-tenancies-
6n39wvd5b 
4  https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/18359164.coronavirus-edinburgh-airbnb-flats-help-solve-homelessness-
crisis/ 
5 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?id=120887 
6 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120846 
7 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120816 
8 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120806 
9 http://dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120786 
10 http://dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120765 
11 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120766 
12 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120737 
13 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120738 
14 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120659 
15 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120665 
16 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120646 
17 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120636 
18 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120492 
19 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120513 
20 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120495 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/short-term-lets-consultation-regulatory-framework-scotland-analysis-consultation-responses/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/short-term-lets-consultation-regulatory-framework-scotland-analysis-consultation-responses/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/coronavirus-in-scotland-landlords-call-time-on-short-term-tenancies-6n39wvd5b
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/coronavirus-in-scotland-landlords-call-time-on-short-term-tenancies-6n39wvd5b
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/18359164.coronavirus-edinburgh-airbnb-flats-help-solve-homelessness-crisis/
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/18359164.coronavirus-edinburgh-airbnb-flats-help-solve-homelessness-crisis/
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The appeals conclude that these businesses have been operating unlawfully and 
have a materially detrimental impact on the living conditions of nearby residents for 
reasons including: increased antisocial behaviour, noise, disruption, intrusion by a 
frequent turnover of strangers, loss of community, and loss of security for permanent 
residents.  
 
Only approximately 20 properties in Edinburgh have made the effort to obtain 
planning permission and only a handful have been given permission. 
 
Unlawful properties divert custom away from legitimate businesses. They can offer 
lower prices by operating in unsuitable properties, evading the costs of obtaining 
planning permissions, evading business rates, evading the costs to ensure that the 
properties meets health and safety requirements, failing to disclose revenue to 
HMRC and avoiding the compliance costs borne by other legitimate businesses. 
 

3. The committee must promote lawful accommodation providers which 
recognise the rights of residents to peaceful and adequate housing. 

4. Only short-term lets in Edinburgh which can demonstrate planning 
permission should be allowed to advertise when lockdown is released. 

 
3) The ability to isolate 
 
Short-term lets that are operating, largely unlawfully, in tenements with shared areas, 
present significant public health risks to residents. 
 
It takes careful understanding, knowledge and attention, to social distance in a 
tenement stairwell. Transient visitors will be unaware of the people living 
permanently in the building who are trying to isolate or shield. Visitors assume a 
property advertised for short-term rent is lawful and that the property is cleaned on 
their behalf. They are often unaware that the building is a residential one and 
contains permanent residents, many of who will be self isolating due to having 
underlying health conditions. The added stress and mental health impact of transient 

                                                                                                                                        
21 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120330 
22 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120390 
23 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120391 
24 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120406 
25 http://dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120265 
26 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120222 
27 http://dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120165 
28 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=119974 
29 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=119765 
30 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=119764 
31 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=119766 
32 http://dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=119834 
33 http://dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=119810 
34 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=118578 
35 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=118600 
36 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=118586 
37 http://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?id=117042&T=20 
38 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=103385 
39 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120999 
40https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120857 
41 https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?id=120050 
42 http://dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120047 

https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120999
https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?ID=120857
https://www.dpea.scotland.gov.uk/CaseDetails.aspx?id=120050
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strangers in shared, confined private spaces for residents with legitimate fears for 
their safety, cannot be underestimated.  
 
There is specific guidance for cleaning in non-healthcare settings such as hotels and 
short-term lets. High contact areas such as grab rails in communal corridors and 
stairwells are highlighted as needing particular care in cleaning and disinfection.43 It 
is entirely inappropriate to burden residents with heightened health risks from 
unlawful commercial activity. 
 

5. The committee must take responsibility for how activity resulting from 
tourism activities affects the health and safety of residents, businesses 
and visitors. 

6. The committee must take decisive action to protect the public health of 
residents living next to, largely unlawful, short term lets. They must stop 
all short-term lets operating in properties with close neighbours, 
especially those with communal stairs, facilities, gardens and entrances. 
This has always been the lawful position. 

7. The committee should be aware of the unintended consequence of still 
allowing, indeed incentivising, main door properties to operate as short-
term lets, as these offer vital accessible accommodation in Edinburgh 
where there is a known accessible housing crisis, and a shortage of 
main door properties. 

 
4) Economic benefits of sustainable and rights-respecting tourism  
 
There are economic benefits from supporting sustainable and rights-respecting 
tourism.  
 
Residents, legitimate businesses, and taxation revenues suffer when unlawful 
businesses are allowed to displace residents.  
 
Independent research from the Economic Policy Institute finds that there is little 
evidence that cities with an increasing supply of short-term rental accommodations 
are seeing a large increase in travellers. Instead, accommodations supplied via 
platforms such as Airbnb seem to be a nearly pure substitution for other forms of 
accommodation. Independent research finds that studies claiming that Airbnb is 
supporting a lot of economic activity often vastly overstate the effect because they 
fail to account for the fact that much of this spending would have been done anyway 
by travellers staying in hotels or other alternative accommodations absent the Airbnb 
option.44 
 
The substitution of existing tourism activity can be seen in Edinburgh and Scotland. 
The Scottish Parliament’s own research figures show there has been no increase in 
income from tourism in Scotland since 2011.45  Despite the exponential growth of 
Airbnb properties. 

                                            
43  https://www.gov.scot/news/workplace-advice-contained-in-new-coronavirus-guidance/ 
44  https://www.epi.org/publication/the-economic-costs-and-benefits-of-airbnb-no-reason-for-local-policymakers-
to-let-airbnb-bypass-tax-or-regulatory-obligations/ 
45  https://spice-spotlight.scot/2019/07/30/a-tourism-target-too-far/ 

https://www.gov.scot/news/workplace-advice-contained-in-new-coronavirus-guidance/
https://www.epi.org/publication/the-economic-costs-and-benefits-of-airbnb-no-reason-for-local-policymakers-to-let-airbnb-bypass-tax-or-regulatory-obligations/
https://www.epi.org/publication/the-economic-costs-and-benefits-of-airbnb-no-reason-for-local-policymakers-to-let-airbnb-bypass-tax-or-regulatory-obligations/
https://spice-spotlight.scot/2019/07/30/a-tourism-target-too-far/
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Tourism industry leaders46 and STR figures47 find there is an over-supply in hotel 
rooms in Edinburgh. They state this is already having a “negative impact” on 
occupancy levels and room rates, even before a string of proposed new 
developments across the city are either completed or come up for planning 
permission. Small local businesses are also being affected. 37 traditional B&Bs have 
closed in the last three years, or are for sale. This represents a closure of 16% of the 
industry in Edinburgh. 
 
Independent research finds that Airbnb lodging leads to less-reliable tax payments to 
cities. Several large American cities with a large Airbnb presence rely heavily on 
lodging taxes. Airbnb has largely blocked the ability of these cities to transparently 
collect lodging taxes on Airbnb rentals that are equivalent to lodging taxes on hotel 
rooms. One study found that the voluntary agreements Airbnb has struck with state 
and local governments “[undermine] tax fairness, transparency, and the rule of 
law.”44   This lack of transparency also hampers the ability of Governments to track 
and trace travellers to manage the pandemic. 
 

8. The committee should offer appropriate challenge and skepticism when 
presented with figures on the “economic benefits” of Airbnb-type 
rentals.  

9. The committee should only support lawful businesses; ensuring that 
only those accommodation providers with the correct planning 
permission can be legally advertised. 

 
5) The opportunity to reset the other negative aspects of over tourism. 
 
Defining a city as suffering from over-tourism is difficult, but all five indicators 
suggested by the European Parliament Research for TRAN Committee - 
Overtourism: impact and possible policy responses48, are met by Edinburgh.  
 
Short term let online companies e.g. Airbnb, have always promoted the idea that 
they are not responsible for the actions and lack of lawfulness of the property rentals 
it facilitates. However, the recent actions on bookings and cancellations by these 
companies, overriding the choices of individual short term rental property owners to 
cancel bookings and give/keep payments, shows that they are acting as a hotel 
franchise chain would.  
 
PLACE focused on the impacts of short-term lets and that is where our knowledge 
and lived experience lies, however there are many aspects where over-tourism has 
affected the affordability, livability and sustainability of the city.  
 

10. The committee should engage with Edinburgh residents, especially 
those most affected by over-tourism, to find a better balance that will 
support residents’ rights, responsible businesses, and visitors. 

                                            
46  https://www.edinburghnews.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture/edinburgh-festivals/edinburgh-builds-too-many-
hotel-rooms-tourists-after-numbers-soar-50-1995436 
47  https://twitter.com/st_alliance/status/1132908698752438274 
48 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/629184/IPOL_STU(2018)629184_EN.pdf 

https://www.edinburghnews.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture/edinburgh-festivals/edinburgh-builds-too-many-hotel-rooms-tourists-after-numbers-soar-50-1995436
https://www.edinburghnews.scotsman.com/arts-and-culture/edinburgh-festivals/edinburgh-builds-too-many-hotel-rooms-tourists-after-numbers-soar-50-1995436
https://twitter.com/st_alliance/status/1132908698752438274
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/629184/IPOL_STU(2018)629184_EN.pdf


  CTEEA/S5/20/C19/T015 

6 
 

11. The committee should consider how their activities will meet the 
Scottish Government’s target of becoming a net-zero society.49 Tourism 
activities must be future-proofed and ready for a world which flies less. 

12. The committee should work with similar committees around the world to 
ensure that any short term let property is following its legal obligations, 
and that information about their customers is available for HMRC and 
local authorities in the same way that is expected of other providers. 
 

@PLACEEdinburgh 

                                            
49  https://www.gov.scot/news/scotland-to-become-a-net-zero-society/ 

https://www.gov.scot/news/scotland-to-become-a-net-zero-society/

