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Key Points 

• COSLA’s ask is that local authorities should have the discretion to introduce a 
Transient Visitor Tax if the circumstances were right for their local area. 

 

• Sustaining tourism alongside the breadth of essential services provided by local 
authorities is at significant risk without new ways to invest.  In the current financial 
context, we need to be innovative about funding for public services. 
 

• Transient Visitor Tax is a tax on visitors and not on businesses. 
 

• Locally, Transient Visitor Tax would be designed in a way which supports and 
enhances local strategies – Outcome Improvement Plans, Economic Strategies and 
Tourist Strategies.   
 

• A core principle of design and implementation of Transient Visitor Tax is local 
consultation – with citizens and the local business and tourism sectors. 
 

• This is not a replacement for existing funding but will provide important additionality 
over and above existing funding streams. 

  



Introduction 

1. COSLA welcomes the invitation to attend the Committee’s evidence session on 
Transient Visitor Tax.  In June of this year, COSLA launched a document (attached to 
this evidence) which set out our ask – that local authorities should be empowered with 
the discretion to introduce a Transient Visitor Tax if the local circumstances were right 
and in full consultation with stakeholders in their local area. 
 

2. COSLA’s ask is unanimously supported by COSLA Leaders.  Transient Visitor Tax is 
about being responsive to local needs and conditions, empowering local government 
and giving us greater fiscal autonomy which allows us to help grow local inclusive 
economies and improve the visitor experience. 

Local Authority Taxes 

3. The existing vehicles of local taxation have not changed for decades.  Council Tax and 
Non-Domestic Rates form a core component of local government finance1, raising 
roughly 17% and 23% of local authority income respectively.   
 

4. Council Tax rates are set and raised locally (although flexibility to raise Council Tax rates 
is capped at a maximum of 3% per year by the Scottish Government) with income 
retained by the Council.  Unlike in other parts of the UK, our Non-Domestic Rates are 
not devolved to a local level.  They are set nationally and the overall collected revenue 
forms part of the global funding for the local government settlement. 
 

5. In the current financial context, local authorities recognise the need to be innovative 
about new levers for resourcing public services.  Between 2013-14 and 2017-18 there 
was a 7.1% fall (-£744.7m) in the local government Revenue settlement in real terms2.  
Although the 2018-19 budget represented a flat cash settlement, this is in the context of 
increased expectations on what local authorities have to deliver and ring-fenced pots 
which have increased in number and value in recent years.   

 
6. The reality of this is that 58% of councils’ budgets cannot be touched3.  Having so much 

of local government’s budget protected through Scottish Government policy priorities 
prevents local government responding to local need. Local authorities want to deliver 
choice for their communities.  But fundamental to this is the ability to pay for those 
choices in a situation of democratic accountability. 

 
7. For COSLA, discretionary taxation represents a key step towards local financial 

empowerment through local devolution providing opportunities to raise money to be 
spent on local priorities.  As well as being a vital source of income, the ability to set and 
collect local taxation will also enhance the principle of effective local democracy, as a 
central component of the accountability relationship between councils and the 
communities that they serve4.   

  

                                              
1 For a comprehensive overview of local government finance, see for example Audit Scotland, Local 
government in Scotland Financial overview 2016/17 available at http://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2017/nr_171128_local_government_finance.pdf  
2 SPICe at https://digitalpublications.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefings/Report/2018/5/21/Local-
Government-Finance--facts-and-figures-2013-14-to-2018-19  
3 http://www.cosla.gov.uk/system/files/private/coslaspendingreviewbriefing.pdf  
4 See COSLA’s submission to the Commission on Local Tax Reform at 
http://www.cosla.gov.uk/sites/default/files/images/cosla_response_to_commission_on_local_tax_reform_0.p
df  
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Transient Visitor Tax 

8. COSLA’s aspirations are for discretionary local taxation as a lever to allow Scotland’s 
local authorities to innovate, starting with Transient Visitor Tax.  Taxation of visitors is 
not a new concept.  Over the last decade, the majority of European countries have taken 
steps to empower their local areas to levy a tax to raise resource to alleviate the financial 
pressures which tourism brings.   
 

9. Every year, Scotland attracts more and more visitors from across the globe.  Scotland’s 
offer to tourists is unique – our scenery, our history and our culture are key motivations 
for coming.  However, the cost of maintaining the local environment and public services 
which draw tourists falls heavily on the public purse, for example: 

 

• the roads network that takes tourists to our scenery,  

• the public transport which takes tourists around our cities, 

• the extra refuse collections which are needed in cities and in scenic rural 
locations in peak seasons. 

 
10. Sustaining tourism alongside the breadth of essential services provided by local 

authorities is at significant risk without new ways to invest.   
 

11. COSLA’s ask is that this legislative change would establish the possibility of 
implementing a tax which would be at the discretion of local authorities to design, with 
the aim of economic enhancement, and within the framework of local partnership.  
Flexibility is vital.  The detail of Transient Visitor Tax would – rightly – vary across the 
country as no local area or local economy is the same.  However, regardless of location 
any tax would support and enhance local strategies (e.g. Local Outcome Improvement 
Plans, Community Plans, economic strategies and tourist strategies) and would be 
developed in partnership with local citizens, local businesses and the local tourist sector. 

 
12. No local authority wants to damage their local economy and some local authorities 

would choose not to levy such a tax.  COSLA believes that Transient Visitor Tax – where 
appropriate – is an opportunity to enhance, not diminish. 

 

Implementation 

13. Local authorities do not currently have the power to introduce anything like TVT.  
COSLA has undertaken extensive work to investigate options: 

• byelaws are about good rule and the prevention of nuisance and so are not an 
option 

• the ‘power of wellbeing’ has a specific provision which prohibits local authorities 
from raising money by taxation, charging, borrowing or otherwise in the name of 
well-being, so although TVT would contribute to local well-being, this existing 
power is not an option 

• licencing of any kind is not a viable option 
 

14. For revenue to be fair and sustainable, it has to be easy to administer and difficult to 
avoid.  This would not fit with any voluntary options which could produce inconsistent 
application and lead to unfairness. 
 

15. We are clear that the introduction of discretionary tax powers is the only way to enable 
TVT and fiscal empowerment.  This requires legislative change to establish the 
possibility of imposing a tax which would be at the discretion of local authorities to 
design with the aim of economic enhancement and within the framework of local 
partnership. 



Engagement 

16. Since the launch of COSLA’s document in June, Officers have undertaken a programme 
of engagement with key Stakeholders from the business and tourism sectors as well as 
Scottish Government.  We recognise that there are concerns, and COSLA is committed 
to a process of open engagement to hear, understand and alleviate those concerns 
where we can.  We have further engagement planned later in September where an 
invitation has been extended to all those we have engaged with to join a roundtable 
discussion.  

 

Conclusion 

17. Discretionary local taxes are not a new ambition of local government.  We strongly 
believe that the ability to set and collect local taxation is a key component of an effective 
local democracy. 
 

18. COSLA will continue to engage with national stakeholders on our ask for the permissive 
environment, and will continue to support colleagues in local authorities in their 
development of detailed proposals.  We are pleased to be joined at the session by local 
authority colleagues who will be able to demonstrate the need for Transient Visitor Tax 
to be locally driven. 

 
19. We look forward to further engagement as Transient Visitor Tax progresses. 


