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Convener’s Report 2024 

This is my second report as Convener of the Old Town Association.  In my first report I said that 2023 in 
many ways saw the Old Town return to something close to its pre-Covid state with the numbers of tourists 
well up on the previous couple of years and the Festivals firmly re-established in the real (as opposed to the 
virtual) world.  I noted that the Book Festival had happily relocated from the New Town (Charlotte Square) 
to the Old Town (College of Art) and in 2024 was due to flit again, across Lauriston Place to the Quarter 
Mile (the old Royal Infirmary).  And I speculated on whether 2024 might finally see the work on North 
Bridge completed.  

Well, tourist numbers were if anything up again and there was much discussion during the year about the 
dangers of overtourism and the desirability or otherwise of introducing a tourist tax.  The flit of the Book 
Festival went ahead as planned and the new venue is widely regarded as a success.  The new venue means 
that the Book Festival is, strictly speaking, back outside the Association’s area (the boundary is down the 
middle of Lauriston Place) but it is a very close and congenial neighbour.  The work on the North Bridge, 
which began in 2018, has continued into 2025.  At the time of writing traffic is again reduced to a single, 
south-bound lane.  Perhaps 2025 will see a completion of the work.  But nobody is holding their breath.   

For the Association it was largely business as usual in 2024.  As always, we considered and commented on 
many and varied planning applications.  In my 2023 report I noted that towards the end of the year there 
was a positive flood of applications relating to short-term lets.  That continued into 2024.  The Association’s 
policy is to object to such applications where they involve the loss of residential accommodation and/or are 
likely to adversely affect residents (for example, if they are on a common stair).  It is pleasing to see that 
the City of Edinburgh Council takes broadly the same approach in deciding whether to grant or refuse 
planning permission. 

The Association continues to liaise with organisations like the City of Edinburgh Council, the Cockburn 
Association and Edinburgh World Heritage and is in touch with local councillors over local issues. We also 
continue to participate when possible in the Edinburgh Civic Forum, the purpose of which is to strengthen 
the dialogue between civic groups in the capital and the City Council.  

2026 will mark the Association’s 50th anniversary.  In the hope of boosting membership ahead of that 
anniversary we included membership leaflets with the September 2024 newsletter and asked members to 
pass these on to family and friends with encouragement to join up.  Two committee members also pushed 
the leaflets through as many Old Town letter boxes as they could.  That exercise provided a vivid illustration 
of how much residential accommodation has been turned over to short-term lets (and also of how many of 
the remaining residential properties lack letter boxes!).  All of this has produced a small number of new 
members.  But we could do with more.   

The Association continued with its programme of live visits, guided walks and talks (with a Zoom option 
for some of the talks).   In 2024 the first event was a backstage tour of the fascinating archives of the 
Surgeons Hall Library followed by an optional visit to the History of Surgery Museum. The Annual General 
Meeting was held in the Geddes Room, Riddle’s Court and John Lowrey, Trustee of the Scottish Historic 
Buildings Trust, which manages Riddles’ Court, gave an interesting talk about the Tron Kirk, another SHBT 
managed building.   In March staff of Balfour Beatty, contractors for the North Bridge repairs, gave us a 
presentation on the progress of the work, followed by a site visit.  In April we arranged further visits to the 
City Archives, following the over-subscribed visits the previous year.  In May Committee member Fiona 
Cameron and I led a walk exploring the closes of the lower High Street and upper Canongate and later in 
the same month we were given a tour of the Museum of Scotland extension by Ian Hooper, who as the 
Museum’s Deputy Director was intimately involved in the planning of the extension.  The 25th anniversary 
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of the opening of the extension fell on St Andrew’s Day 2023.  In June the venue for our summer party was 
another Old Town landmark, St Patrick’s Catholic church in the Cowgate.  2024 was the 250th anniversary 
of the opening of what was then an episcopal chapel on this site.  In October and early November we had 
visits to the Scottish Genealogical Society on Victoria Terrace.  In late November we were back in the 
Geddes Room for a fascinating talk by local historian Eric Melvin on the Old Town in the 19th century.  We 
rounded the year off with a convivial Christmas Party in Chessels Court.   

The financial position of the OTA at the end of August 2024 (its financial year-end) was: 

Summary Accounts  
for year to 31.08.24 

Receipts Payments Surplus/ 
(Deficit) 

Events 1,269 520 749 
Donations  292 1,825 (1,533) 
All other receipts and payments 1,183 1,030 153 
Total 2,744 3,376 (631) 
    
Balances 31.08.23 Receipts Payments 31.08.24 
 £9,007 2,744 3,376 £8,376 

This healthy financial position allowed the Association and its sister organisation the Brownlee Trust to 
continue to make grants and donations in 2024. The Association bought a variety of children’s books and 
other materials to be used by young visitors to the Council-run museums in the Old Town.  It also made a 
donation to the Cockburn Association as a contribution to the cost of the book that organisation plans to 
publish celebrating its 150th anniversary in 2025.  The Brownlee Trust made a grant to enable the gardening 
club at the Royal Mile Primary School to buy tools and other equipment and another grant to provide books, 
lighting and furnishings for a neuro-diverse area in the Museum of Edinburgh.   

The OTA Newsletter continues to be the main means of communication with members and 2024 saw three 
issues, as is normal. We have continued with the practice, started in 2020, of printing the Newsletter in 
colour. The OTA now also has a social media presence (Facebook and Instagram) thanks to committee 
member Fiona Cameron.  This has a steadily growing following and Fiona is always on the look-out for 
interesting and quirky Old Town-related snippets to post. 

The day-to-day running of the OTA is in the hands of a committee of members. The full Committee of the 
Old Town Association is currently: 

Eric Drake (Convener and Newsletter Editor)  
Naomi Richardson (Vice-Convener and Events Secretary to February 2025)  
Barbara Logue (Vice-Convener from February 2025) 
Helen McBride (Minutes Secretary to March 2024)  
Rosemary Mann (Treasurer and Newsletter Photographer)  
Fiona Cameron (social media) 
Laura Harrington  
Kate Marshall  
John Bowles  
Hilary Swanston  

During the year Helen McBride, who has given sterling service as Minutes Secretary, stood down from the 
Committee.  I am very grateful to Kate Marshall for taking on that role.  Early in 2025 Naomi Richardson 
who has given many years dedicated service as Vice-Convener and Events Secretary stood down from those 
roles but, I am pleased to say, remains on the Committee.  Barbara Logue has taken on the Vice-Convener 
role, for which I am very grateful.  Responsibility for planning and organising events has been assumed by 
the committee collectively. 

The constitution agreed when the OTA was set up in 1976 provided for a committee consisting of four 
officers (Chairman, Vice-chairman, Secretary and Treasurer) and up to 15 other members. Over the last 
decade or so actual numbers have varied from a high of eleven in 2014 to a low of six in 2020 and the 
current figure of nine.  New members of the committee would be welcome.  The committee meets once a 
month (with liquid refreshment and nibbles) and meetings are short and informal.  If you feel you might 
enjoy getting involved have a word with a committee member at the AGM or get in touch via our website 
(www.eota.org.uk). 


