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Key Points: 

• Tourism is a major contributor to the city and regional economies.  As well as employing 

18,000 people in the region in 2016, the sector contributed £387m GVA in 2016, 10% of the 

total Scottish sector total.  

• Aberdeen City Council is investing in the tourism sector through delivery of a new 

international Events Complex Aberdeen (a £333m project) an extensive refurbishment of the 

city’s Art Gallery (a £30m project) to create world class facilities, as well as the ambitious 

investment in the physical transformation through the City Centre Masterplan and 

supporting development of the Aberdeen Harbour expansion. The Council also supports the 

sector with revenue funding to promote the city to UK and international markets and has 

invested considerably in the Aberdeen365 Events Plan.   

• The Council recognises that powers and levers that respond to and support economic 

growth may be needed at a local level, to offset the funding reductions the Council itself is 

facing, and in the context of being the lowest funded Council in Scotland.  It has been 

considering the potential of a tourism levy since 2015 through the negotiation of the 

Aberdeen City Region Deal.   

• The Council has undertaken research on how a levy could operate in the city, in consultation 

with local stakeholders, including local hotel sector, to ensure that their views continue to 

contribute to the development of any scheme.   

• At this stage, the Council wants the devolution of legislative powers to look at levers to drive 

local economic growth, and the tourism levy is one such lever.   

• The Council will continue to engage with the Scottish Government and industry.  

  



Introduction 

1. Aberdeen City Council’s Co-Leader is pleased to attend the Scottish Parliament’s Culture, 

Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee’s session on Transient Tourism Tax.   

 

2. Tourism is an important contributor to the city economy.  The city region makes a significant 

contribution to the tourism economy, with an estimated visitor spend of £730m in 2017 (from 

around 1.3m trips).  This in turn supports around 18,000 jobs in the city and region, and £387m 

GVA, 10% of the total Scottish sector total.  2017 data indicates that there are 1,200 registered 

enterprises involved in tourism in the region, around 8% of all Scottish tourism enterprises.    

 

3. Our ambition is to grow the sector and the number of new leisure and culture audiences coming 

to Aberdeen.  A Destination Strategy for Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire was published in March 

2018 by VisitAberdeenshire.  This sets out the ambition to develop the North East visitor 

economy to a £1bn a year sector by 2023, and to provide a sustainable contribution to the 

prosperity of Aberdeen the north-east, Scotland and the UK.  Investment in the development of 

the tourism, culture and events product, and its promotion and marketing, will be key in 

reaching these ambitious targets for the sector.  

 

4. The Regional Economic Strategy adopted by the Council in December 2015 focuses on 

diversification of the economy recognising the dominance of the oil and gas sector and 

supporting subsea engineering sectors.  One of the key sectors in the Regional Economic 

Strategy is tourism, and in particular diversifying into leisure tourism markets.  To achieve this, 

Aberdeen City Council invests significantly in supporting tourism, culture and transforming the 

city centre as visitor destination.   

 

5. Recognising that new infrastructure is required, the Council supports the sector in a range of 

ways through its capital plan.  This includes supporting a refurbishment of the Aberdeen Art 

Gallery, delivery of the new international Events Complex Aberdeen (a unique development in 

UK terms) and two new hotels onsite, and through the City Region Deal itself, supporting the 

Aberdeen Harbour Expansion project and its provision of new berthage for cruise liners.  These 

investments are aimed at acquiring new audiences to the city and Scotland that in turn will help 

grow the tourism, leisure and culture sectors.  The Council has invested close to £400m in capital 

funding towards their costs, and as they start becoming operational, in 2019 and 2020, they will 

attract new visitors to the city, region and Scotland.   

 

6. Away from infrastructure, the Council also supports the sector through its funding of 

VisitAberdeenshire, a city and regional destination management organisation, Aberdeen365 

Events Plan, and Culture Aberdeen.  The Council contributed £570,000 to VisitAberdeenshire 

under a service level agreement in 2018/19.  Aberdeenshire Council also contributes towards its 

funding.  In turn the private sector contributes to VisitAberdeenshire revenue budget subject to 

the financial commitment by the two Councils.   

 

7. The Council’s revenue investment is all part of complementing the capital investments in the 

sector and supporting the City Centre Masterplan objectives to create the city centre as a 



destination.  Already we are seeing the interest by the events sector in the new Events Complex 

Aberdeen which opens in 2019, and its capacity to bring new events to Scotland.   

 

8. As a Council, we are aware of our geographic location and the need for better transport 

connectivity to and from the city.  There is a need to balance our transport investment against 

the supporting investment in our tourism, leisure and cultural offerings.  The Council will 

continue to seek innovative ways in order to deliver major investment in the city’s assets – for 

example, the £370m bond issue to support our capital programme.   

 

9. As the lowest funded Council in Scotland and in the context of the fiscal pressures it faces, for 

the Council to continue to respond to increasing demand for its services from the citizens of 

Aberdeen, other powers and levers need to be considered so there is a sustainable source of 

funding for this key sector of the city and Scottish economy.   

Tourism Levy 

10. In September 2015, as part of the Council’s work in negotiating a City Region Deal with the UK 

Government and the Scottish Government, it submitted a Statement of Intent that set out a 

basis from which the negotiations with the two Governments could begin.  Broadly the 

Statement emphasised that certain powers and discretion were needed in the city that could 

drive and support local and regional economic growth.   

 

11. The Statement recognised the need to secure sustainable investment to support the tourism 

ambitions of the city region, the development of a new Destination Management Organisation, 

the Events Plan within the City Centre Masterplan and its cultural objectives.   

 

12. It requested therefore powers to raise a Tourism Charge on overnight visitors to the city to 

support the work of the new Destination Management Organisation and its internationalisation 

agenda. 

 

13. That proposal did not form part of the Aberdeen City Region Deal.  However, the Council 

contributed to the June 2016 work by the Scottish Cities Alliance (SCA) “Empowering Scottish 

Cities to Grow”.  It identified non-fiscal and fiscal levers that could be most effectively devolved 

to the cities to foster growth, create employment and make Scotland’s cities more attractive 

places to live and do business.  It was the city councils that were managing the pressures and 

costs of city region economic growth, and the Leaders of each city called for a collaboration with 

the UK and Scottish Governments in four areas: 

 

- A shared approach to improving connectivity and infrastructure; 

- A radical change in the approach to economic development; 

- A shared approach to improving our communities; and 

- A shared approach to setting a diverse tax system across Scotland. 

 

14. Aberdeen City Council, as part of the seven Scottish cities, called on the UK Government and the 

Scottish Government to discuss a redefinition of existing relationships with Government, a ‘new 

deal’ between cities and central governments that will set a framework for the devolution of 



future powers.  The work provided a menu of local taxes and levies as a starting point for these 

future discussions to align revenue generation capacity to a city’s economic growth priorities.  

This included a tourism levy.   

 

15. In August 2016 a report on additional powers was presented to Aberdeen City Council who 

noted the priority levers in the SCA report and instructed officers to assess the implications on 

the Council’s finances if these were to be devolved to the Council.  

Implementation 

16. In March 2017, officers presented the analysis of their work on how a tourism levy could operate 

to Aberdeen City Council’s Finance, Policy & Resources Committee.  It heard that the purpose of 

a levy would be to generate a sustainable revenue stream that could be ring-fenced for 

investment in the development of the tourism sector, including destination promotion and 

marketing, other specific marketing campaigns, supporting the delivery of international and 

national events and/ or cultural development.  It would be a flexible response to the needs of 

the city, particularly in the context of capitalising on the opportunities from the Council’s 

investments coming onstream in 2019 and 2020.   

 

17. The analysis included international comparator research of other schemes and VAT regimes1, 

consultations with industry and analysis of delivery options.  It assumed that a levy would apply 

across accommodation types (eg hotels and self-catering/ AirBnB); it would comprise of flat rate 

levy of £1 per bed per night; and modest occupancy rates of 67% (for hotels, lower across other 

types).  It excluded any hotels that were in the planning system.   

 

18. Based on these assumptions, a levy could generate around £1.8m of revenue annually.  The 

report to the Committee highlighted the issues raised during the consultation, including:   

 

- Competitiveness – would a tourism levy affect Aberdeen’s competitiveness;  

- Sector – the impact of a levy in the context of the oil and gas downturn and the effect of 

Non-Domestic Rates; 

- Administration system – it should be efficient to operate and while able to collect, the cost/ 

burden should not be on the industry;  

- Parity – across accommodation providers, and especially in relation to the short-term let/ 

AirBnB market (licensing, NDR).  Regardless of the type of levy, it should seek to be equitably 

applied across the accommodation sector;  

- Assurance that if a levy was to materialise, the revenues would be ring-fenced for 

development of the tourism sector.  Local industry would welcome participation in how 

funds are managed and invested and ensuring transparency.   

 

19. The Committee noted the analysis and that primary or secondary legislation would be required 

by the Scottish Parliament to implement a scheme.  It instructed the Chief Executive to write to 

                                                           
1 Cities included Paris, Berlin, Hamburg, Amsterdam, Rome, Barcelona, Brussels, Vienna, Lisbon, Vancouver 
and New York. 



the Cabinet Secretary for Culture, Tourism and External Affairs to seek legislative power to 

introduce a scheme as part of Empowering City Government framework.   

Engagement 

20. The response by the Scottish Government to the Chief Executive’s letter requesting the power to 

introduce the scheme stated that the Scottish Government did not intend to take forward any 

plans to introduce a tourism levy at that time and that Scottish Ministers were not willing to 

consider requests to explore a possible levy with local government unless the tourism and 

leisure industry was involved from the outset and their long term interests were recognised in 

any work. 

 

21. During the development of their report, officers engaged with the Aberdeen City and Shire 

Hotels Association, Aberdeen & Grampian Chamber of Commerce, VisitScotland and 

VisitAberdeenshire.   

 

22. Since then officers have extended their consultations to include the British Hospitality Board 

(BHB) and CoSLA.  This engagement with industry will continue as the Council develops its 

position on the securing of powers to introduce a levy.   

Conclusion 

23. Aberdeen City Council has done much to develop the case for allowing cities to have the 

devolved power to introduce a levy and has engaged extensively at a local level with all of the 

key stakeholders.  Should local government be granted such powers, it will ultimately then be a 

decision for the Council on whether to use the power on any such levers, including a levy.   

 

24. The Council and officers will continue to engage with industry stakeholders as its discussions 

progress.   


