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The Association’s Annual General Meeting was held on 7 March.  In her report for 

2017 (copy enclosed with this Newsletter) our Convenor, Barbara Logue, referred 

to the resident/visitor balance being distorted by the growth of short-term lets.  This 

is an issue which has concerned the Association for some time.  It is encouraging 

that it is now being taken up by others, including Edinburgh World Heritage and the 

Cockburn Association.  On 14 March the latter held a mini-conference on what it 

called the Airbnb phenomenon, subtitling the event `Impact and Opportunities of 

the Collaborative Economy and Disruptive Technologies: how should Edinburgh 

respond to short-term letting’.  One of the speakers was our own Treasurer, 

Rosemary Mann, who spoke from her personal experience of living on a stair now 

almost entirely given over to holiday lets.  In this Newsletter under the heading 

`Holiday Lets Destroy Communities’ she gives a vivid account of the problems this 

causes and quotes some startling statistics from recent academic research. 

Also in this Newsletter is a précis of a hard-hitting paper by the Old Town 

Community Council on our unpleasant streets. 

On a more positive note, we look at two potentially welcome additions to the Old 

Town – one just started and the other, at this stage, just a proposal. 

Holiday Lets Destroy Communities  

From the 1970s to the 2000s, the population of the Old Town steadily increased with 

stairs consisting of stable communities of owner-occupiers and long-term renters.  

Then, in the late 2010s, came holiday lets.  What has taken thirty years to build up 

has been destroyed in the last three. 

A report on short-term lets in Edinburgh by Alasdair Rae of Sheffield University 

reports 6,272 AirBnB listings in Edinburgh in July 2016 rising to 9,638 in 

September 2017 – a 54% increase in 14 months.  In the Leith ward, there is one 

Airbnb listing for every 34 residents, one for every 23 for Leith Walk and one for 

every 37 for Meadows/Morningside.  But in the City Centre ward, there is one 

Airbnb listing for every 11 residents.  That represents a 10% drop in population, 

probably more as the average household has more than one resident. 

No-one takes issue with individuals letting out a spare room to a student during 

term-time or even their whole flat during August; but when you look at listings for 

holiday lets in Edinburgh, whole flats are displayed.  These represent residential 

accommodation lost to the housing supply. 
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Holiday lets result in a change to the 

demographic of stairs.  In many stairs, owner-

occupiers or long-term tenants have gone, 

leaving residents in a minority.  This rapid 

change is visible in the stair, in the streets and 

in the community. 

Some short-term lets have been used for 

parties which are hell for the rest.  Even with 

responsible lets the flats are done up with easy-

to-clean surfaces, including hard floors which 

are noisy.  You get strangers trying to enter 

flats as they don’t know which flat they have 

taken.  Some visitors snib the stair door so 

other residents can’t enter.  You get rubbish 

bags or laundry bags left on the stair by 

cleaners.  You meet suit-cases being bumped 

up and down stairs by visitors despairingly 

looking for the “elevator” in a Victorian 

tenement.  Which leads to the stair walls being 

bashed and scraped. 

Then there are the key safes.  Some are in the 

stair, some outside – announcing that the stair 

is only partially occupied.  Some key safes are 

neatly arranged, some are horrendously 

scatter-gun.  Key safes do not require listed 

building consent so they can cut through 

decorative stones. 

More worryingly, there are fewer residents to 

take heed of slipped slates and blocked gutters, 

the growth of vegetation and damp patches, 

and peeling masonry paint. The burden of 

maintenance falls on fewer people, if not 

financially, then managerially: there might be 

just one owner-occupier or long-term tenant to 

organise routine inspections and repairs.   

Worse yet, there might be no long-term 

resident so nobody looking after the common 

areas of roof and walls. This will inevitably 

result in the decay of the fabric of the housing 

stock.  This has worrying implications for the 

fabric of the Old Town.  Will we once more 

run the risk of explosions of unheeded gas 

leaks (Guthrie Street, 1989) or the collapse of 

whole tenements resulting from the failure of 

roof joists (Paisley Close, 1861)? 

Then there is the whole question of the impact 

of so many visitors on the Old Town: tartan tat, 

street clutter and crowds.  We sympathise with 

the sentiments behind this banner seen in 

Barcelona:  

 

Our Unpleasant Streets 

In November 2017 the Edinburgh Old Town 

Community Council published a paper 

reporting on the state of the streets in the 

Old Town and making suggestions for 

improvements.  Here is a précis:   

This is a collection of the observations of the 

Community Council of how unpleasant streets 

in the Old Town have become and what to do 

about it. These do not represent some ‘worst 

cases’ or unusual events; these are the things 

that the residents and workers in the Old Town, 

along with our millions of visitors have to put 

up with all of every day.  Some of the solutions 

may seem radical, but they have long been 

standard in other World Heritage Cities.  A lot 

could be done at little or no cost by simply 

enforcing the rules we already have, and 

perhaps widening the scope of other existing 

regulations. 

A-Boards.  In addition to the phalanx of 

oversize A-boards obstructing the pavement, 

here are some new extreme examples: 

 
This ‘building’ does not have planning consent 
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Is ‘Pub Crawl’ how the City wishes to promote itself? 

Pavement advertising devices should be 

banned outright within the World Heritage 

Site.  They cause serious obstruction of the 

footpath, and they are deliberately placed by 

businesses for that purpose (to obstruct 

passers-by).  The previous regulations on size, 

number and location, proved unenforceable.  

Pavement advertising is just an ‘arms race’. It 

is absolutely unnecessary, except for a small 

number of businesses that are located down 

closes, who could be permitted a small 

A-board (60x40cm max.). 

Rubbish.  Generally Edinburgh is a clean city 

compared to others, we like to keep it that way, 

when we can... 

 
Payfair Steps (note also abandoned barriers) 

 
Above: Cowgate: trade waste + fly tipping 

Below: Grassmarket. Rising bin mechanism broken 

and collecting rubbish. 

 

This seriously degrades our City as a place to 

live and to visit.  The Community Council 

believes that the City Council should direct 

resources to this issue before it spends money 

on promoting and advertising what a 

wonderful City it is to visit. 

Other Clutter.  If anyone else left stuff like 

this lying about they could be charged for fly 

tipping.  And if any of these things were on a 

business premises, they would constitute a 

Health & Safety breach. 

 
Grassmarket: contractor’s rubbish dumped at a bus stop. 
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George IV Bridge, 50 metres from the Royal Mile.  At 

the time of this photo this had been here for over a year. 

Tour Buses.  Without question, the city centre 

is congested, but not just with cars.  There are 

far too many city tour buses: the vehicles are 

far too large and are rarely more than half full.  

Some may be ‘low emission’, but the ‘Vintage 

buses’ are most certainly not.  To get up the 

15% gradient on West Bow, as with most 

HGVs they need to take a run up.  If they get 

stuck on the bend, they have to reverse down 

the one way street, and out onto the main road 

(both RTA offences). 

 
Tour bus struggling to get uphill. 

Edinburgh is a walking city, especially the Old 

Town; these oversized buses congest our 

narrow streets.  They should be banned from 

the Old Town (as they are in our sister city, 

Florence).  Visitors should be transported in 

much smaller electric vehicles. 

Tour Coaches are very large; they are 

designed for Autobahns.  They are often driven 

by temporary or foreign drivers who have little 

or no regard to our regulations.  They attempt 

to use narrow and unsuitable streets such as 

Cockburn Street and Victoria Street.  They 

frequently park selfishly and illegally, often 

with their engines running for long periods.  

The £30 parking fine or £20 idling fine are no 

deterrent. 

 
Tour bus in the Grassmarket: parking with engine 

running, the wrong way round in a one way street, which 

is a pedestrian only area as well! 

These coaches are contracted to service 

particular hotels or tour operators so the 

solution is through them.  Coaches should be 

banned from the Old Town, unless they apply 

for a permit to service a particular hotel or 

venue, with no waiting or parking allowed. 

Band Tour Buses park mainly at night when 

there is less congestion of the roads, but also 

when enforcement becomes non-existent. It 

only effects a few specific locations but is a 

serious loss of amenity none the less. 

 
Overnight camping on the pavement in Victoria Street. 

The solution here is very simple: venues that 

allow this are not ‘fit and proper’ and should 

have their Entertainment Licences restricted or 

revoked. 
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Delivery Vehicles.  It is cheaper for delivery 

companies to use larger vehicles and fewer 

drivers; advantageous for them, horrendous for 

other road users, pedestrians and everyone 

else. 

 
Delivery vehicle double parked and blocking West Bow. 

Delivery vehicles over 7.5 tonnes (already a 

licence class) should be banned with exception 

of drinks deliveries which could apply for 16 

tonne vehicles.  City Centre deliveries should 

be by small, preferably electric, vehicles. 

Heavy Lorries. Edinburgh is the only World 

Heritage Site in the World that has no 

restriction on LGV through traffic.  The 

damage to the roads, kerbs, listed buildings 

and to our lungs is totally unacceptable. 

 
A 44 tonne bulk lorry using the Grassmarket. 

Refuse Lorries.  Multiple private contractors 

duplicate the same collection runs, and use the 

largest vehicles available: 

 
A huge bin lorry entering the Grassmarket pedestrian 

zone (note also the party bus). 

 
Two refuse lorries competing in the Grassmarket. 

There is no sense, economic or otherwise, in 

having many separate operators using these 

huge vehicles to make one or two collections 

in every street.  The city council uses smaller 

refuse lorries in the city centre; so should the 

private contractors.  Reversing the effects of 

privatisation will take time, meanwhile, 

vehicles over 16 tonnes gross should be simply 

banned.   

Finally, there is the poor state of repair of the 

roads and pavements.  Nearly all the damage 

to our roads and pavements is caused by 

vehicles that are too big and too heavy for use 

in the Old Town. These vehicles also produce 

nearly all the pollution.  

There is no cheap fix for this problem; money 

will have to come from some other part of the 

budget.  This is so urgent that the Council 

should divert some funds away from other 

more glamorous projects.  Improving the 

public realm will bring benefits which would 

more than justify the outlay.  

Many of these problems above could be solved 

almost instantly and at very little or no cost just 

by enforcing the traffic regulations, by-laws 

and licence terms as they stand.  

 

The full paper (with more photographs) may 

be read at the Old Town Community Council 

website (enter URL without spaces): 

http://web14.extendcp.co.uk/edinburgholdtown 

cc.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2018/ 

02/ Our-Streets-2.pdf 
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All change at Abbey Strand 

Work has just begun on a major project at 

Abbey Strand at the foot of the Cowgate, in 

front of the Palace of Holyroodhouse.  These 

historic buildings will be restored with a new 

Learning Centre occupying the majority of the 

ground and first floors and the upper floors 

being developed into holiday apartments 

(leading to newspaper reports that `The Queen 

is set to join the growing numbers of people 

renting out their spare rooms for a bit of extra 

cash’).   

Other projects scheduled for completion over 

the next few years include the creation of a 

public garden behind the Abbey Strand 

buildings, inspired by the lost 17th-century 

physic garden at the Palace – the origin of the 

Botanics. The first part of the works, to remove 

the harling and dry out the exterior, is being 

carried out behind a 9m-high scaffold wrap.   

This provides a canvas for three large images: 

facing up the Royal Mile, on the gable end are 

symbols from James V's Royal Arms; on the 

Abbey Strand façade is a watercolour by James 

Skene of Abbey Strand and the Palace of 

Holyroodhouse in 1820; and on the north side, 

facing Abbeyhill is an early 19th-century 

watercolour by James Duffield Harding 

showing the Palace against the dramatic 

backdrop of Arthur's Seat.   Well worth a look. 

Remembering Elsie Inglis 

In the last Newsletter we noted the centenary 

of the death of this remarkable medical pioneer 

whose earliest work was carried out in 

Edinburgh (including setting up a women’s 

hospice on the High Street) and whose funeral 

was held in St Giles.  Now there is a proposal 

to put up a statue of her in the city, where, it 

has been pointed out, there are more statues of 

animals than of women.  In launching an 

appeal to raise the £50,000 it is thought the 

statue will cost the Lord Provost, Frank Ross, 

said “While Elsie Inglis is honoured widely in 

Serbia where she supported the war wounded, 

her story remains relatively unknown in 

Edinburgh ... I am calling on the businesses 

and citizens of Edinburgh to help us create a 

new tribute, one which recognises all that Elsie 

achieved.” 

 
The Elsie Inglis hospice at 219 High Street 

Virtual Museum 

The National Museum of Scotland can now be 

viewed by anyone in the world without leaving 

the house.  The museum’s galleries have been 

captured digitally in partnership with Google 

Arts and Culture.  Users can move through the 

permanent galleries at the click of a button, 

viewing around 20,000 objects on display.  It 

is the first museum or gallery in the country to 

be made available for exploration on the search 

engine.  It joins the Taj Mahal, the Uffizi and 

the Palace of Versailles in offering people the 

chance to explore its interior virtually.  

To take a virtual tour of the museum, go to the 

website https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-

collections/films/tour-the-national-museum-of-

scotland-on-google-streetview/ and scroll 

down past the video clip to “Take a stroll 

around our Museum”.  There you will find an 

image of the NMS Grand Gallery in Google 

Maps.  Click on the image and off you go!  Use 

the arrows to navigate as in Google Maps; 

change floor using the numbers to the right. 
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Events and Happenings 

The Collapse of Holyrood Abbey Church in 1768.  Monday 8 April, 6.30 pm in St Andrew’s & 

St George’s West Church, 13 George Street.  Lecture by Dimitris Theodossopoulos, civil engineer 

and teacher of conservation and architectural technology at the University of Edinburgh.  Last of the 

AHSS 2017-18 series of lectures, open to non-members.  Tickets £5 at the door. 

Riddle’s Court Lunchtime lectures in Contemporary Scottish Society: 

Tuesday 1 May: Lesley Riddoch: Scots Indoors, why have we lost our connection to nature? 

Thursday 31 May: Henry McLeish: Citizens United, taking back control in turbulent times 

Thursday 14 June: Annie Miller: A Fairer Scotland with a basic income 

12.30-14.00.  Tickets £8.50 (includes a light sandwich lunch), to book call 0131 510 8789 

Museum of Childhood.  The introductory gallery of the Museum of Childhood has been renewed 

and is now open.  The gallery now has fewer objects, but the selected items have greater impact and 

the gallery gives a good introduction to the other galleries which cover toys, dolls and soft toys, 

games and hobbies and children’s clothes.  Do go and explore!  There is a space for you to leave 

comments – laudatory or otherwise.  

The current big exhibition at the Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street, running until 29 April, 

is the Wildlife Photographer of the Year.  From 6 April The Art of Glass explores the work of 

leading glass artists in Britain today.   

At the City Arts Centre in Market Street Hidden Gems (until 13 May) turns the spotlight onto 

lesser-known treasures from the City Arts Centre permanent collection.  From 7 July: In Focus: 

Scottish Photography: uses the City Art Centre’s photographic collections to chart the development 

of fine art photography in Scotland from the 19th century to the present day. 

The National Library of Scotland exhibition The International Style of Muriel Spark, to 13 May 

2018, takes us on a journey to the locations Muriel called home, using archive material and personal 

artefacts. For other talks and events at the National Library see www.nls.uk/events.   

Dovecot Studio: Voyage (until 7 May), showcasing a new Garry Fabian Miller tapestry created in 

collaboration with Dovecot Tapestry Studio.  From 29 March, Baths to Bobbins will celebrate ten 

years at Infirmary Street and will explore memories of those who attended the Baths, the saving of 

the Infirmary Street building and its conversion to a modern tapestry studio.  Dovecot would like to 

hear your Swimming Memories, so if you have a connection to the Infirmary Street, contact Dovecot 

Studios: https://dovecotstudios.com/gallery/exhibitions/baths-to-bobbins-10-years-at-infirmary-street/  

From 25 May, in Another Focus, exhibition of photography and video work by artist David Penny 

focusing on the forms, gestures and structures of the craft of weaving. 

The current exhibition at the Queen’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse, Splendours of the 

Subcontinent, a Prince’s Tour 1875-6, runs until 22 April.  It is followed by Canaletto and the Art 

of Venice, running from 11 May to 21 October. 

Society of Antiquaries in Scotland. Scottish Identity as illustrated through recent discoveries in 

Scottish Silver.  Monday 23 April, 6.00 pm, National Museum of Scotland Lecture Theatre.  Lecture 

by Colin T Fraser. Free, book through https://www.socantscot.org/events/   

This year’s Rhind Lectures will be given by Dr John Barber, Chair of AOC Archaeology Group.  

Over the weekend of June 22-24, Dr Barber will present six lectures on the technical engineering 

capacities of prehistoric builders of large Neolithic and Iron Age structures.  Booking will be through 

the Society of Antiquaries in Scotland website: https://www.socantscot.org/events/ 

For talks and events at the Edinburgh Central Library see https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/edinburgh-

reads-1650684470. 
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OTA Activities 

A Road Well-Travelled.  Thursday 10 April, 7.00 p.m. (event rescheduled from 24 January), 

Quaker Meeting House, Victoria Terrace.  In this illustrated talk Sheila Szatkowski, historian and 

author of A Guide to Enlightenment Edinburgh, reflects on the many high (and some low) points of 

leading walks in Old Town Edinburgh over the last 35 years.  Those who already have tickets: just 

turn up; if you can’t come, let us know and we will refund your ticket.  For those without tickets, 

just pay £5 at the door.  Guests welcome. 

Bees At Home, Wednesday 25 April, 6.30 p.m., Riddle’s Court, Lawnmarket.  Talk by Bryden 

Ritchie, apiarist of the Edinburgh and Midlothian Beekeepers and Apiary Association, about 

keeping bees for fun and profit, with reference to hives located on rooftops of the Lyceum and 

Festival Theatres.  Tickets £5.  Guests welcome. 

Art, Design & Fashion, Wednesday 6 June, 2.30 pm and Saturday 9 June, 11.30 am, National 

Museum of Scotland.  Volunteer Guide Rosemary Mann will lead a one-hour tour of the Art, Design 

& Fashion Galleries of the National Museum of Scotland which has examples of the best of 

decorative art and design ranging from a porcelain lion to a glass goat, and fashion and style ranging 

from a dress worn at court to modern underwear.  Tickets £5 (includes a donation to the National 

Museums of Scotland).  As numbers on each tour are limited we have arranged two visits, indicate 

your preferred date on the ticket form.   

The Vine Trust and Summer Party, Monday 25 June, 7.00 p.m., Prince of Wales Dock, Leith 

Docks.  The Vine Trust is an international interdenominational charity enabling volunteers to make 

a real and lasting difference to children in some of the poorest parts of the world.  Come and hear 

about the work of the Vine Trust which has its headquarters on a converted former oil barge moored 

in Leith.  Talk followed by drinks and nibbles.  Tickets £6 (includes a donation to The Vine Trust).  

Guests welcome. 

Parliament Art Tours, Saturdays 5 May (3.00 pm), 16 June (11.30 am), and 28 July (11.30 am).  

A one-hour guided tour to a selection from the Scottish Parliament Art Collection which includes 

artworks from over 40 Scottish contemporary artists with a variety of types of work and media: oil 

paintings, sculptures, photography, textiles and installations.  Tickets £5.  As numbers on each tour 

are limited we have arranged three visits, indicate your preferred date on the ticket form.   

How to Book Tickets 

The Old Town Association has accounts with Eventbrite and PayPal so you may book and pay for 

tickets on-line instead of by post.  Your options are: 

 Apply by post as before using the enclosed ticket form.  The address for ticket applications and 

subscriptions is: 8 Abbeyhill Crescent, Edinburgh EH8 8DZ.  Please remember to enclose a 

stamped addressed envelope for your tickets!   

 On-line.  Book tickets using Eventbrite (https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/edinburgh-old-town-

association-12448508825).  You will be sent an e-ticket but there is no need to print this out, 

just give your name at the door.  Where a ticket price applies, pay on-line either using Eventbrite 

(there is a transaction charge) or select the ‘free’ ticket option and pay using the OTA PayPal 

account (click the Donate button link at www.eota.org.uk/index.php/what-we-do/join-us).  

You may also use PayPal to pay your subscription (you will have been sent a reminder if it is due!), 

but do remember to include a message with your payment or send us an email (also to 

info@eota.org.uk) so we know what your payment is for! 


