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September 2026 marks the 50th birthday of the Edinburgh Old Town Association.
There was discussion in 1975 and early in 1976 about the desirability of setting up
an organisation to represent the interests of people living and working in the Old
Town. Posters went up advertising a meeting to discuss forming an Old Town
Association. The meeting was held on 29 September 1976 in St Giles Cathedral
(interesting that the term Cathedral was being used even then, rather than High
Kirk). The meeting was well attended and resulted in the establishment of the Old
Town Association with 200 members enrolled there and then and a committee set
up including members of community associations, local traders and people living in
the Old Town.

The poster advertising the 29 September 1976 meeting identified the following as
issues of concern: a need for more houses, rehabilitation of old properties;
compulsory purchase or help to improve property; a lack of shops serving local needs;
playgrounds and public open space; priority for pedestrians; and action on gap-sites.
It is fascinating to consider how closely these relate to present day concerns in the
Old Town. What follows is a “then and now” comparison under the broad headings
of housing, local needs versus tourism, open spaces and moving around.

Housing Then

Several of the concerns identified in 1976 related to housing. Over the previous half
century there had been much slum clearance, refurbishment and provision of new
housing in and around the Old Town. But much remained to be done to meet the
needs of a growing population in the area. Parts of the Old Town such as St Mary’s
Street suffered planning blight due to the long-standing threat of the proposed Inner
City Ring Road (of which more below). In the first couple of decades of the OTA’s
existence there was much provision of new housing in the area as well as upgrading
of existing accommodation with grants available from various sources.

Housing Now

More recently the provision of new housing for permanent residents has slowed and
the availability of grants has greatly reduced. Compulsory purchases have become
a thing of the past. And the number of permanent residents in the Old Town
(excluding university students) has fallen dramatically.

This is due in large part to the loss of residential accommodation to short-term
holiday letting. This was not something which was even on the horizon in 1976
when tourists were almost entirely accommodated in hotels, boarding houses and
bed-and-breakfast (B&B) establishments. Now the initials B&B are more readily
associated with Airbnb, the major online hub for rented self-catering holiday
accommodation. This leads us on to the next category ...
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Local Needs vs Tourism Then

The 1976 poster did not mention tourism as
such but the reference to shops serving local
needs probably related at least in part to
concerns about an increase in shops catering
for tourists. It is also true that by 1976
shopping habits had begun to change, with the
rise of supermarkets leading to a sharp
decrease in independent traders being a trend
observable across the country. These two
trends together led to a proliferation in the Old
Town of what came to be referred to as tourist
tat shops. As early as 1978 the OTA newsletter
bemoaned “the increasing loss of shops
catering for local needs, particularly in the
Lawnmarket. Where less than ten years ago
there were grocers, a newsagent and a fruiterer,
now every shop is selling tartan souvenirs”.

Tourist numbers in the 1970s were much lower
than they are now and summer was very
definitely the tourist season. Hogmanay
celebrations (centring on the Tron Kirk then)
were an essentially local affair rather than
another occasion for bringing tourists into the
city.

Local Needs vs Tourism Now

Not only have tourist numbers vastly increased
since the 1970s but Edinburgh has become a
year-round destination though with definite
peaks during the August festivals and at
Hogmanay. The tourist focus of retail outlets
which the OTA newsletter complained of in
the Lawnmarket in 1978 has spread to pretty
much all the streets in the Old Town.

As already mentioned, a notable development
in recent years has been the enormous growth
in the provision of self-catering accomm-
odation which has vastly reduced the
availability of permanent residential units in
the Old Town. Below, Rosemary Mann
reflects on this phenomenon.

The Withdrawal Method

Fifty years ago, 90% of our members lived in
the Old Town; today it is 10%. (If we were just
a residents’ association we would have ceased
to exist!) Over-tourism and short-term lets
have led people to flee the Old Town for the

suburbs, or to flee Edinburgh altogether.
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Short-term lets (STLs) have had a devastating
impact on the centre of Edinburgh, the Old
Town in particular. In a few years the
population of the Old Town has crashed,
undoing the tremendous work of politicians
and planners in facilitating the provision of
refurbished or new-build residential properties
since the low-point in the seventies to a high in
the early noughties. The use of residential
properties for holiday lets has seen traditional
tenement stairs given wholly or mostly to
STLs and new-build housing bought ‘off-plan’
by STL operators. This shift has badly affected
the previously thriving community.

The OTA first raised the issue of party flats and
loss of flats as holiday lets over a decade ago.
The City Council has taken measures to
control this menace, but it is taking time and
the STL lobby is working hard to frustrate the
Council’s attempts at every stage.

One of the latest tactics is to apply for planning
consent for change of use to short-term let so
the Licensing Board can be told that
permission is being sought, but then to
withdraw the application to avoid having
planning permission refused. We hope the
Licensing Board will get wise to this tactic and
ask for a history of applications for planning
permission when a licence is applied for.

The penalty for operating a short-term let
without planning permission is a fine of up to
£50,000. We are encouraged that the City
Council has requested the Scottish Parliament
to raise the limit for a fine for operating
without a STL licence from a derisory £2,500
to a much more punchy £50,000.

We are also encouraged by the number of
homes being returned to long-term lets or even
put on the market. We need our community
back!

Rosemary Mann

Tourist Tax Benefits

From 24 July 2026 a 5% tourist tax (or
Transient Visitor Levy to give it its official
title) applies to all visitor accommodation in
Edinburgh, including short-term self-catering
lets. It is reported that this has raised five
million pounds in its first month. The City
Council have stated that the money raised will
be used “to sustain, support and develop:



* public services, programmes and
infrastructure that provide an enjoyable
and safe visitor and resident experience;

* Edinburgh’s culture, heritage and
events, making sure the city remains world
leading and competitively attractive to
visitors and residents;

 the city's visitor economy by
- fostering innovation in response to

environmental and societal challenges,
- enhancing Edinburgh's global
reputation,
- while promoting responsible and
sustainable tourism.”

One project which is due to be funded from the
visitor levy is a revamp of Hunter Square, as
was mentioned in our April newsletter.
Another which has already come into effect is
a new City Centre Policing Unit (CCPU)
consisting of an inspector, three sergeants and
45 constables. This began work on 2 July and
has already become a visible presence on the
streets of the Old Town. It is reported that in
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its first month of operation the CCPU made 49
arrests with 114 charges brought against
individuals.

One fairly new factor bringing visitors to
Edinburgh is what is known as screen tourism.
This involves people choosing to wvisit
somewhere because it has been used as a film
location or associated with a franchise. In
Edinburgh Harry Potter has been the main
driver of this form of tourism with several
Potter tours on offer, heavy footfall in
Greyfriars kirkyard where J K Rowling is said
to have found the names of key characters and
on Victoria Street, claimed to be inspiration for
Diagon Alley in the books (amusingly, the
same claim is made for the Shambles in York).
The OTA has been approached by a fourth-
year Geography student at the University of
Aberdeen who is gathering data for a
dissertation project exploring the impacts of
screen tourism on residents and businesses in
Edinburgh’s Old Town. Ifyou are based in the
Old Town and would like to contribute to this
project there is a short questionnaire (see the
newsletter email details).

Open Spaces Then

The poster advertising the 29 September 1976
meeting identified “playgrounds and public
open spaces” and “gap-sites” as issues of
concern. In 1976 there were three active
primary schools in the Old Town each with
what might be described as old-school tarmac
playgrounds.

Ofthe public open spaces, the Grassmarket has
probably seen the greatest transformation over
the last half century. It is worth quoting what
Wikipedia has to say about this: “The
association of the area with the poor and
homeless only began to lessen in the 1980s:
with Salvation Army hostels at both ends of the
Grassmarket. Closure of the female hostel at
the junction of West Port and the Grassmarket
around 2000 in combination with an overall
gentrification, capitalising on the street’s
location, began to change the atmosphere.
Closure of the public toilets at the east end (a
focal point for “jakeys” — drunken-down-and-
outs) and comprehensive re-landscaping in the
beginning of the 21st century has transformed
the character of the area”.



Hunter Square was redesigned in the mid-
1990s with a raised plinth, intended as a
potential open-air performance space, with
underground public toilets beneath the plinth.
The scheme also included artwork by Ian
Hamilton-Finlay and Peter Randall-Page. The
May 1995 OTA newsletter previewing what it
described as an imaginative development
noted that the Randall-Page sculpture would be
“two coiled forms which will hold water like a
pair of hands”. Sadly, this never really worked
and for a long time all the hands held was litter.
Then the sculpture was boxed in and
eventually removed. The plinth became a new
focal point for jakeys and the public toilets
have been closed for some time. Let’s hope the
refurbishment of Hunter Square which is now
proposed works better than the 1990s one.

Gap-sites were a major issue in Edinburgh in
the 1970s. We have mentioned in previous
newsletters the large Old Town example
between Niddry Street and Blackfriars Street
which was finally filled in the 1990s by what
is now the Radisson Blu Hotel. A less visible
gap-site lay between Jeffrey Street and the
lower High Street. That has finally been filled
with a hotel which opened this summer and is
part of a chain called Nyx which has the same
owners as the Leonardo hotel with which the
new hotel shares a Jeffrey Street frontage.
Incidentally, Nyx was the Greek goddess of the
night which makes the choice of her name for
a hotel chain vaguely appropriate. She was
also associated with chaos, strife, pain and
death — surely not things with which a hotel
chain would want to be connected!

Open Spaces Now

The one remaining school in the Old Town, the
Royal Mile Primary, has a playground
enlivened by a large, brightly coloured model
of a cow (a survivor from the 2006 Cow
Parade) and planters in which the children
garden with tools our Association helped buy.
The opening at the turn of the millennium of
the Tron Square Nursery (now Cowgate
Under-5s) created play-space for younger
children to which our Association has also
made grants.

A notable “new” public open space in the Old
Town was being planned at just about the time
the OTA was established. This is Dunbar’s
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Close Garden off the Canongate. Designed by
Seamus Filor for the Mushroom Trust on the
site of a demolished tenement block this is a
recreation of the sort of garden which would
have existed in the Canongate in the 17th
century.
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The Mushroom Trust donated the garden to the
city council in 1978 and it remains a delightful
but little-known oasis.

Moving Around Then

It is interesting that “priority for pedestrians”
was identified as an issue of concern in 1976.
This reflected a move away from the focus in
earlier decades on meeting the needs of
motorists. This had led in 1963 to the
Edinburgh Corporation approving plans for a
new inner ring road which among other things
would have involved a six-lane motorway
crossing the Old Town and would have
required the demolition of the east side of St
Mary’s Street and Jeffrey Street, a bridge for
the Canongate, the creation of a huge
interchange roughly where the Council’s
Waverley Court offices now stand and a tunnel
under Calton Hill. While the similar plans for
a motorway through the centre of Glasgow
went ahead the Edinburgh proposals met with
considerable opposition and by 1976 had been
pretty much abandoned. Instead, in stages
during the 1980s the bypass was built around
the southern edge of the city.

Moving Around Now

Partial pedestrianisation is now in place in the
upper High Street and Grassmarket. There is
talk of reinstating the pedestrian bridge
between Jeffrey Street and Calton Road which
was removed in the late 1970s but there seems



to be no agreed timeline or budget for this. The
full reopening of North Bridge at the end of
July following nearly nine years of work came
as a relief to both pedestrians and road-users.
But there continue to be conflicts between
different ways of moving around the Old
Town.

The pavement near the Greyfriars Bobby
statue on George IV was recently extended to
cope with the gathering of tourists which seem
to be an almost permanent feature here. This
has led to complaints from cyclists that it has
been done at the expense of the cycle lane on
one of the busiest cycle routes in the city.

Pedestrians are also squeezed by the perpetual
scaffolding on the Radisson Collection Hotel
on George IV Bridge. Many risk sharing the
carriageway with buses, vans and cars.
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Traffic lights and pedestrian crossings are of
key importance in keeping people safe as they
move around the Old Town. So, when one of
the lights at the junction of Jeffrey Street and
the Royal Mile was knocked askew it was
pleasing to see that it was repaired within three
days as shown in this sequence of pictures:

New Fringe Central

One of the early stalwarts of the Old Town
Association was Barbara Logue, a teacher at
the South Bridge Primary School in Infirmary
Street. She remains on the Association’s
committee and here reflects on a recent OTA
visit to her former workplace in its latest
incarnation.

“When South Bridge School closed in 1983 the
building became South Bridge Resource
Centre and it developed as a hub for adult and
lifelong learning. Now has been an even bolder
transformation of the building because by
August its new name and function is Fringe
Central with the Canongate Youth Project
sharing the premises. Recently a group of
members of the Old Town Association were
able to have a tour and see the work in
progress. It is obvious that there was a bigger
budget available than previously and there was
a sympathetic awareness of the architecture
and history of the building. All the former
classrooms have been painted, some have been
re-configured, new toilets have been built and
a brand-new lift installed. As a former teacher
at South Bridge Primary School over 50 years
ago I was very impressed with what has been
done. I would recommend a visit to Fringe
Central.”

During our visit to Fringe Central we learnt

that budget constraints meant some “nice-to-
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have” items were cut from the project. These
included picnic benches and tables and
planters outside the building. Small grants
from the OTA and our sister Brownlee Trust
have allowed for these to be acquired and
installed in time to be used by festival goers.

There will be another chance for members to
visit Fringe Central as Barbara recommends
when it is the venue for our Christmas Party on
15 December (details below).

Cone Concerns

Was planting traffic cones on statues
something that happened 50 years ago?
Certainly, the traffic cone on the Duke of
Wellington statue in front of Glasgow’s
Museum of Modern Art has become a well-
established part of that city’s identity.

There is even an urban myth that a Council
worker has the responsibility of replacing the
cone if it ever falls off. And the practice of
coning statues came to wider notice when
during the recent World Cup the Tartan Army
took it to Boston, Massachusetts where it was
met with a mixture of bemusement and
amusement. Since then, coners have run amok
all across Scotland. The Glasgow Duke of
Wellington and his horse have been in danger
of disappearing under a flood of cones.

The Edinburgh equivalent has also been
attacked although at the time of writing he was
cone-free. Most of the statues on and near the
Royal Mile have been coned.
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On a recent trip up north your Editor noticed
examples in Inverness and Stromness.




It might be argued that the rather lumpish
Victorian statues of Faith Hope and Charity in
Inverness are enhanced by their cones. But the
one on explorer John Rae in Stromness just
looks silly. At least this cone would be easy to
remove and is unlikely to have caused any
damage to the statue. That is not true for some
of the coning which has happened in the Old
Town. The Buccleuch Monument near the
west front of St Giles was recently seen with
cones planted on most of the antlers of the
bronze stags which are a feature of the
monument. Most of the cones were quickly
removed (presumably by Council staff who
had to be diverted from other work). It is
noticeable that there are several missing,
damaged and bent antlers.

Was this damage pre-existing or caused by the
coning? Either way, let’s hope this fad quickly
passes.

Entrance Charges at St Giles

Remaining in this part of the Royal Mile, from
this month the High Kirk of St Giles is
introducing a tourist entry fee of £12 but
Scottish residents and under-16s will continue
to be admitted for free. Free admission will be
by means of a Resident’s Pass which can be
applied for online and then collected from St
Giles on showing proof of residence.

Heritage Fair

The Old Town Association will have a table at
the Edinburgh Local Heritage Network
heritage fair being held on the mezzanine level
of Edinburgh Central Library on Thursday 17
September (10 am to 4 pm). Other participants
include The Cockburn Association, the Old
Edinburgh Club and Edinburgh Lothian and
Borders Police Historical Society. Do call in!

Change of Address

Finally, the Old Town Association has
changed its postal address. With immediate
effect, our address is

c¢/o0 The Crannie
9 Cranston Street
Edinburgh

EHS 8BE

This is the latest address the Association has
had over the past half century. We have used
committee members’ homes, a short-lived PO
box, and since 2020, the Cockburn
Association. We are grateful to The Cockburn
for hosting our in-tray and registered address
but with Cockburn staff now working from
home, a move was needed. Our new host is
The Crannie, just off the Canongate, which
some of you will know as a venue for some of
our talks. We remain very much at the heart of
the Old Town, the focus of the Old Town
Association since its foundation in 1976.

All photographs in this newsletter are by Eric Drake
and Rosemary Mann unless credited otherwise
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Places to Visit and Things to Do

Below is a list of current exhibitions at museums and galleries in the Old Town. We recommend you
check websites in case of closures at short notice.

City Art Centre exhibitions a last chance to see Study for North Bridge, a moving image
commission from artists Rachel McBrinn and Jonathan Webb which responds to Edinburgh’s North
Bridge (to 13 Sept). Also on is Jean F. Watson: An Artistic Legacy, looking at the artworks
purchased with donations from one Edinburgh resident (4 Oct). Coming up are Gifted: New
Acquisitions at the City Art Centre (from 12 Sept), and Ade Adesina: Bard, a solo show by this
Aberdeen-based printmaker of monumental woodcuts, etchings, linocuts and screen-prints (from 7
Nov). For more information on these exhibitions and other events at museums and galleries run by
the City Council see www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on.

The exhibition at The King’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse is The Edwardians, Age of
Elegance, which explores the opulence and glamour of the Edwardian age through the lives and tastes
of two of Britain’s most fashionable royal couples: King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, and King
George V and Queen Mary (to 6 Dec, charges apply).

The upcoming exhibition at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street is Roman
Scotland: Life on the Edge of Empire (from 14 Nov, charges apply). The smaller gallery features
Scotland's First Warriors, looking at the origins and impact of conflict in prehistoric Scotland (to 17
May 2027, free). See https://www.nms.ac.uk/whats-on for other displays and events.

See https://www.trg.ed.ac.uk/ for information about current exhibitions at the Talbot Rice Gallery.

Dovecot Studios exhibition is Costume Couture: Sixty Years of Cosprop featuring the work of John
Bright and his company CosProp which provides original, repurposed and new-made historical
costumes for film, television and theatre (to 16 Jan 2027, charges apply). The Gallery also hosts a
display of work by Elizabeth Blackadder: A Life in Colour (to 14 Nov, free).

The National Library of Scotland’s current exhibition is Rain which explores Scotland’s
relationship with rain (30 Apr 2027). The Open Shelves display is Paperback Revolutions which
tells the story of how the humble paperback revolutionised and democratised access to books. For
information about lectures and other events at the National Library, see https://www.nls.uk/events/

Recent stories on Threadinburgh include Up in Smoke: the thread about Princes Street's fiery
history, and Chop Suey on Chambers Street: the thread about Edinburgh’s first Chinese restaurant.

Lectures of the Old Edinburgh Club are monthly at Augustine United Church, 41 George IV Bridge
and online). Lectures start at 7.00 pm:

Wed 14 Oct: Painting Parliament Square by John Lowrey.

Wed 18 Nov: To do the sick no harm: and maybe even some good by Malcolm Fraser.

See the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland website for details of the 2026-27 lectures (held in
Augustine United Church, 41 George IV Bridge and online; lectures start at 6.00 pm). Meanwhile,
you can catch up on YouTube the 2026 Rhind Lectures, Martial Fervour: The Representation of
Scottish Officers and Highland Regiments During the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, 1793—
1815, delivered by Viccy Coltman FSAScot.

Don’t forget Doors Open Day on Sat 26 and Sun 27 September.

Also catch up on BBC iPlayer A House Through Time where David Olusoga follows the history of
two houses in a tenement on Calton Hill through its residents.
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OTA Activities

Our activities over the next few months are listed below.

Canongate Memories. Tuesday 22 and Saturday 26 September, 2.00 pm. David Croft was brought
up in the Canongate in the 1950s and 60s. In this walk David Croft will add his reminiscences to
more historic information from Eric Drake. In-person only, tickets £7, guests welcome.

North Bridge. Tuesday 20 October, 5.00 pm, Waverley Court. Our third talk from Balfour Beatty
on the epic nine-year repair of North Bridge. A not-to-be-missed chance to hear the full story.
In-person only, tickets £7, guests welcome.

Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 11 November (Armistice Day), 2.30 pm, in The Crannie.
Talk by Elaine Edwards of the CWGC. The CWGC cares for 23,000 war memorials and war
cemeteries around the world commemorating 1.7 million Commonwealth casualties. It also
maintains the CWGC casualty database. The talk will include information about the CWGC graves
in Canongate Kirkyard. In-person and online, tickets £7, guests welcome.

Christmas Party, Tuesday 15 December, 2-4 pm, Fringe Central. A second chance to see the
refurbishment of the former school building in Infirmary Street, this time with plenteous drinks and
nibbles. Tickets £7, guests welcome.

You may apply for tickets on-line (email your requirements to info@eota.org.uk) or by
post using the ticket form.

Ticket Booking Form

To: OTA, % The Crannie, 9 Cranston Street, Edinburgh EH8 8BE Note new address!

Please send tickets for the following events:

Canongate Memories Please select date ...... tickets @ £7.00 £......
U Tues 22 Sept U Sat 26 Sept U either

North Bridge Talk Tues 20 Oct, 5.00 pm ...... tickets @ £7.00 £......

War Graves Talk Wed 11 Nov, 2.30 pm ...... tickets @ £7.00 £......

Christmas Party Tues 15 Dec, 2.00 pm ...... tickets @ £10.00 £......

Total £.....

Please email info@eota.org.uk to reserve places before paying for tickets. Payment may be by bank
transfer to Bank of Scotland, sort code 80-02-29, account number 00551475, by card from the OTA
website at https://eota.org.uk/buy-online/, or by cheque payable to Old Town Association (please
enclose a stamped self-addressed envelope if paying by cheque).
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If an event has to be cancelled or rearranged for any reason, we shall try to contact only those members whose email address
or telephone number are on this form. We rely on members applying for more than one ticket to inform those for whom the
other tickets were intended to tell them of the cancellation or new arrangement.



