ﬂ Edinburgh Old Town Association

Convener’s Report 2025

Looking back over the work of the Old Town Association in 2025 and comparing that with the previous
few years it is noticeable how some things seem to be constant while others move forward. In my report
for 2024 1 speculated on whether 2025 might finally see the work on North Bridge completed. It didn’t!
But at the time of writing scaffolding is coming off the bridge and it really does look as though completion
of the work will finally happen in 2026. Another long-lasting set of scaffolding in the Old Town shows no
signs of being removed anytime soon. This is on the Missoni/Radisson Hotel on George IV Bridge. There
has been little firm information and consequently much speculation about what, if anything, is going on
here. Is Grenfell Tower style cladding having to be removed? Are there structural problems with this
relatively new building? Nobody seems to know, or at least be willing to say. Meanwhile the visual eyesore
of the shrouded scaffolding and the obstruction it creates continues to blight the cityscape.

In 2024 there was much discussion about the dangers of overtourism and the desirability or otherwise of
introducing a tourist tax. Overtourism continued to be a hot topic in 2025 but the tourist tax, or the transient
visitor levy to give it its Sunday name, became a reality and by early 2026 there were proposals on how it
might be spent, including ambitious improvements to Hunter Square.

In 2025, as in previous years, the Association considered and commented on many and varied planning
applications. In 2023 and 2024 there were floods of applications relating to short-term lets. These reduced
somewhat, but only somewhat, in 2025. As we have explained before, 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). Pleasingly, the City of Edinburgh Council has
continued to take broadly the same approach in deciding whether to grant or refuse planning permission.
Additionally, the Council has the power to levy a fine of up to £50,000 for operating a short-term let without
planning permission although that can only be done after enforcement notices have been served and a period
to allow compliance has passed. All that would necessarily take time so it is too early to tell whether the
prospect of fines will have a deterrent effect.

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. During 2025 there were
changes at the top in both the Cockburn Association and Edinburgh World Heritage. Terry Levinthal, who
as Director of the Cockburn Association had a fruitful working relationship with our Association, moved
to become Director of Edinburgh World Heritage. We look forward to continuing to work with him in his
new role. And we were pleased to welcome Rowan Brown, the new Director of the Cockburn Association,
and some of her colleagues to our Christmas party.

The Association continued with its programme of live visits, guided walks and talks (with a Zoom option
for some of the talks and some also made available on YouTube). In 2025 the first event was a presentation
by Donald Smith, Director of the Scottish Storytelling Centre, on his new book Edinburgh, Our Storied
Town which was published to coincide with the 900th anniversary of Edinburgh becoming a Royal Burgh.
In February we met in Panmure House to hear Tom Addyman of Addyman Archacology explain the findings
from investigations ahead of the restoration of Adam Smith’s former home by Edinburgh Business School,
Heriot-Watt University. This talk is available on You Tube. In March we enjoyed a private view of the
Renaissance Exhibition at the National Library of Scotland led by rare books curator Dr Anette Hagan. The
Annual General Meeting was held in the Crannie, Cranston Street with Rosie Ellison of Film Edinburgh
explaining the work of the organisation which was established in 1990 as the first film office in Scotland.
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In May OTA committee member Rosemary Mann led two walks explaining the short but formative stay of
a teenage Charles Darwin in our city which began 200 years ago. Our summer party in June took place in
Chessels Court and later the same month Terry Levinthal, Director of the Cockburn Association, gave us
an interesting account of that organisation’s 150 years campaigning to preserve the beauty of Edinburgh.
In October Rosemary Mann gave a presentation on Charles Darwin’s time in Edinburgh and in November
former museum guide Philip Cooke led a tour in the National Museum in Chambers Street looking at
significant inventions which affected our world in both positive and negative ways. Later in November
French-born historian Odile Hughson gave us an informative presentation on the Auld Alliance. And we
rounded off the year with a convivial Christmas celebration in the Poetry Library.

The financial position of the OTA at the end of August 2025 (its financial year-end) was:

Summary Accounts Receipts Payments Surplus/
for year to 31.08.25 (Deficit)
Events 1,450 901 549
Donations and legacy 6,931 6,500 432
All other receipts and payments 1,189 1,605 (417)
Total 9,570 9,006 564
Balances 31.08.24 Receipts Payments 31.08.25

£8,376 9,570 9,006 £8,940

The Association received a legacy from a member, Alec Mann, of £6,398 of which £6,000 was transferred
to the capital fund of the Brownlee Old Town Trust. The balance of £398 was used towards the donation
for the refurbishment of the K6 telephone kiosk by the Cockburn Association for use as a heritage
information hub. The total contribution was £500, with an additional £300 from our sister organisation the
Brownlee Old Town Trust. The Brownlee Trust also gave a grant of £200 towards the provision of toys
and equipment for the Tots’ Terrace at Café 6VT.

The OTA Newsletter continues to be the main means of communication with members and 2025 saw three
issues, as is normal. We have continued with the practice, started in 2020, of printing the Newsletter in
colour. The OTA social media presence (Facebook and Instagram) curated by committee member Fiona
Cameron continues to have 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)

Barbara Logue (Vice-Convener)

Rosemary Mann (Treasurer and Newsletter Photographer)
Fiona Cameron (social media)

Laura Harrington

Naomi Richardson

Kate Marshall

John Bowles

Hilary Swanston

The constitution agreed when the OTA was set up in 1976 provided for a committee consisting of four
officers (Convener, Vice-convener, 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 either in person or by Zoom 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). 2026 sees the Association’s 50th anniversary and to mark that it would be good to
boost both the overall membership and the size of the committee.

Eric Drake
Convener



