Engagement Report
Context
We are privileged to live in the Old Town. And just like residents the world over, we
care passionately about the neighbourhood we live in. Very passionately. We
treasure the World Heritage Site. We have a keen interest in the sustainability of the
local economy where we live and of our local environment. This is because most of
the Old Town residents who are available to work, prefer to work here in the City
Centre.
The neighbourhoods covered by Old Town Community Council, are unique. They
are home to the Scottish Parliament, the UK Monarch when she is in Scotland and
the UK Government in Scotland. We live harmoniously together with two Universities
and a sprinkling of other regional and national bodies, all of whom we welcome to
our neighbourhoods.
Until less than ten months (yes, it’s that recent), most of the decisions affecting
residents in Old Town, came from people who seemed not to understand residents
of the Old Town and chose not to engage with us.
Old Town hosts the world’s third largest ticketed event after the Olympics and the
FIFA World Cup. While the two sporting events take place in brand spanking new
purpose-built facilities, spread across more than one city, most of the Fringe events
take place in just a few small square miles of space in Old Town.
The Fringe has a massive impact on all residents. But they continue to ignore us.
Their main focus seems still, to grow ever bigger. Our public spaces had become
ever more commercialised, our streets overcrowded and local bars and restaurants
marginalised through pop up catering.
Prior to the start of 2020, it was fair to say much the same about the Council Leader,
some of our four Councillors in the City Centre, the Director of Place, Underbelly,
Edinburgh Military Tattoo, the Edinburgh Tourism Action Group and even more.
But we are both pleasantly surprised and delighted, to report this has significantly
changed in 2020. This is thanks largely, to the initiative shown by our Chair, and the
willingness of those named movers and shakers to engage with us. It’s a far cry from
the where we less than one year ago.
Things got way out of control in Summer 2019. The Fringe sold record numbers of
tickets, the Castle Esplanade hosted a series of concerts and the Royal Military
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Tattoo performed too. Promoters (other than Underbelly, it
seems they decided not apply for one) were granted
licences to mount a series of pop concerts in Princes
Street Gardens to be on site for a total of 72 days from
rigging to derigging. These days were predominantly
during the summer peak of tourism in the Old Town. East
Princes Street Gardens was closed for twenty months and
Summertime Streets clearly could have done much better.
It appeared there was not coordination of events on the
final weekend of the festivals in 2019, when the organisers
named above, together with Hibernians FC and
Murrayfield – heckled that ScotRail in unison for not
dispersing people out of the city centre afterwards. Of
course the organisers could have chosen to run their
events on different weekends, but that seems to be a
different story …
In October, Underbelly plonked their new ‘space-deck’ on
top of the newly laid gardens in EPSG. They did not even
apply for planning permission. And the City Council was
so annoyed, their ‘punishment’ was to extend their
contract for another two years, to Christmas 2021.
The pandemic has had a massive impact on residents and
the economy. But Lockdown has surprisingly led to
significant improvements in the experiences of residents
living in Old Town too, including :
-

clean air
meeting our neighbours on the street (this was
because no one else was out and about)
resurfacing of the Cowgate and parts of the road
from The Mound to Forrest Road
extended pavements and cycle lanes, although
there have been some issues in implementation
hearing (yes, hearing) birdsong and observing
wildlife, owing to lack of traffic noise
once full lockdown ended some intrusion of public
spaces by café and pub proprietors rushed back in,
on an ill-regulated basis and in some cases
disregarding the guidelines.
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OTCC online
Our website had not been updated for a few years. OTCC
agreed to bring it up to date [OTCC minutes, 11th July
2017, Item 9]. This involved transferring to
edinburgholdtowncc.org.uk, all of the information that was
previously on
-

web14.extendcp.co.uk/edinburgholdtowncc.org.uk
and all of the
pre-2013 minutes available at archieve.org

Earlier this year, the Wordpress plug-in - Theme Grill
Demo Importer – attacked 100,000 sites around the world,
including OTCC’s. None of our data was compromised
and the website resumed to normal within a few days.
We have five social media accounts and Twitter is our
primary source of engagement online. This is followed by
www.EdinburghOldTownCC.org.uk and the other four
other social media accounts.
In December 2017, we launched @EdinOldTownCC on
Twitter. It now has 1,751 followers. We have published
10,400 tweets. Every month, our Twitter account
-

pops-up on screens around the world, up to
282,000 times (impressions)
up to 2,281 people visit our profile to find out more
about us (profile visits)
up to 1,926 talk with us (mentions)
we attract up to 76 new followers.

We decided to pause the other four other social media
accounts in October 2020. They are Facebook
(established in November 2017), NextDoor (March 2020),
Instagram (May 2020) and Commonplace (March 2020).
Their purpose of these four accounts for the time being, is
to redirect people to the website and the twitter account.
Together with the Grassmarket Residents Association, we
purchased a new noticeboard in 2019 and this is located
in the Grassmarket. This helps OTCC communicate with

residents who do not have access to the internet
and are unable to meet through virtually, because
of Covid-19.
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Engagement
The City of Edinburgh Council asked all community
councils to appoint an Engagement Officer. That was in
October 2019. However, OTCC decided not to do so
[OTCC minutes, 8th October 2019, Item 3]. This is
because we recognize that the workload is just too much
for one person. We agreed instead, that engagement is a
function of each and every Member, and not just the remit
of one person.
OTCC is lean and nimble. We have just six members. But
we continue to engage with a plethora of stakeholders and
these include :
-

residents
key City-wide stakeholders and national
stakeholders including CEC Councillors and the
media (UK and Regional),
four Councillors from the Central Ward
promoters, including Underbelly and Fly Open Air
City-wide networks :
o CEC Licencing Committee
o CEC Planning Committee
o The Cockburn Association
o The Quaich Project
o Waverley Station
o Edinburgh Tourist Action Group,
o Edinburgh Tattoo
o Edinburgh Association of Community
Councils,
o Neighbourhood Partnership
o Street Assist
o Original Edinburgh
o students
o and more.

Old Town Community Council | first engagement report | 10th November 2020

4

OTCC and NTBCC were joint co-founders of what has
become the network of 5 Community Councils, with
Southside, Tollcross and West End. In terms of
engagement, this has resulted in our support from Cllr
Mowat’s proposal to have a. Charter for Edinburgh. Our
three big achievements was to publish three joint
statements with The Cockburn Association on
- West Princes Street Gardens
- The Quaich Project
- Edinburgh Christmas 2020
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Lessons Learned
The main lessons learned over the last year were as
follows:
1. Pandemic or no pandemic, continuing to engage
with residents through thick and thin, is absolutely
essential. This is why unlike some other community
councils, we met on the second Tuesday of every
month in 2020, prior to and during Covid-19. Initially
it was contrary to advice coming from The City of
Edinburgh Council, suggesting we should not meet
at all. The advice was refreshed, asking community
councils not take decisions, before being refreshed
again to work towards business as usual. We
started the year not having heard of Zoom. Now it
is second nature to us.

2. Engaging with our neighbouring community
councils is absolutely key. This is something we
had not even acted on before Autumn 2019. The
seed was sown at a meeting of the New Town &
Broughton Community Council we attended in
August 2019. Engagement with our neighbouring
community councils since then, has blossomed into
a full-blown alliance of five community councils New Town & Broughton, Old Town, Southside,
Tollcross, West End – and the Cockburn
Association.

3. Goals are essential. We had attempted to agree
goals on a number of occasions. But lockdown
gave us the space to establish the long-list of
priorities, prior to asking residents to vote for the
goals that were most important to them. Licensing
in all its many guises, came out head and
shoulders above the others. Perhaps this is not
surprising, as we live in an area with an
overprovision of licensed venues and events and
we have experienced significant problems in
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communicating with the City Council’s Licensing
Department.

4. Engagement is just a word until someone comes
along and gives it meaning. It is built on trust. Trust
depends on honesty. Honesty appears to be
budding in 2020, although there was little evidence
of it in 2019. The lack of honesty in 2019 was
probably the root-cause of why there was so much
turmoil then e.g.

a. An officer of The City of Edinburgh Council
declared that because of paid-for
events/concerts, West Princes Street
Gardens would be closed to the public for
just 70 hours in 2019. But our analysis of
licensing applications from promoters and
tweets, showed that up to 90% of the
Gardens were closed to the public, for 24.5
times longer (72 days).
b. We have actively engaged with The Quaich
Project for almost two years. But our repeated
requests for clarification on two points, were
consistently ignored. How many days of paidfor events would take place in the redeveloped
WPSG? What would the maximum numbers of
attendees be? Our requests for access to the
business plan were also consistently ignored.
c. It is well known that Underbelly did not apply
for planning permission for Edinburgh
Christmas 2019. We have been unable to
find evidence that they sought licensing
permission for their Hogmany in WPSG
either. It is clear that much of the furore
surrounding those events, would just not
have happened, if Underbelly had followed
due process. This is an important message
for Underbelly. It is a much more pressing
message for the City’s Councillors. Planning
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d.

e.

f.

g.

and Licencing processes are there for a
reason. They must be followed. Always.
Edinburgh Tourism Action Group: with the
exception of a 150 second slot (yes, two and
a half minutes) in meeting with arounf 20
other community councils in May 2019,
OTCC and residents of the Old Town were
… excluded … from having a say in what is
now known as the Edinburgh Tourism
Strategy 2030. ETAG was just not interested
in us in 2019, or any time before that. It was
therefore refreshing to see their new Chair,
Donald Emslie say in an interview with The
Scotsman, “we need to get away from some
of these headlines. That have been going
around the world over the last few weeks.” It
transpires these were not just mere words.
We know this because he now attends
regular meetings with our Chair and other
members of the OTCC.
The Edinburgh Tattoo has been performing
for seventy years. It just gets bigger and
bigger. Noisier too. We were therefore
delighted that their new CEO - Major
General Buster Howes – took the initiative to
engage with OTCC and the Grassmarket
Residents Association. This is another new
departure and we look forward to an
improved neighbourliness in the years to
come.
It is disappointing that promoters of events in
Princes Street Gardens continue not to
engage with us – or limit their engagement
to social media, where they criticise OTCC
when we encourage residents to feedback
on how those events impact on us and our
neighbours. It is behaviour like this, that
helps fuel the narrative where promoters and
businesses are just interested in money. We
know this is not necessarily true but …
There were major problems with
Summertime Streets in 2019. However, this
proved to be an example that after lots
(really lots!) of complaints on social media,
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h.

i.

j.

k.

l.

m.

CEC intended to set up a stakeholder group
that would have worked through issues, had
Covid-19 not happened. We look forward to
the stakeholder convening to ensure that
Summertime Streets achieves its stated
goals in 2021
Short-term lets – we are very thankful to
Andy Wightman MSP for his determination
to get STLs on the Scottish Government
agenda and for Cllr McVey’s declared wish
to introduce licensing for STLS in April 2021.
We are thankful to the University of
Edinburgh for initiating engagement with
OCC in 2018. Based on the volume of
negative press surrounding the return of
students in September 2020, the University
clearly has more to do. But we are hopeful,
this will not be repeated in future years.
Business Improvement District – we were
genuinely sorry businesses in Old Town
voted against establishing this. Not just
because of the efforts of James McGregor
and his team, but because there continues
to be no unified voice for businesses in Old
Town.
We were delighted with Cllr Joanna Mowat’s
proposal to work towards what she calls a
Charter for Edinburgh. In Cllr Mowat’s
words, “Edinburgh has to be clear that we
expect this city to find a way forward that
resolves the issues of the past and builds a
strong foundation for the future which has a
living city at its heart.” While the proposal
seems to have gone quiet, OTCC and our
four neighbouring community councils look
forward to seeing cross-party support from
all Councillors across Edinburgh, to making
the Charter for Edinburgh concept a reality.
As mentioned on page one, the Old Town
hosts the World’s third largest ticketed event
after the Olympics and the FIFA World Cup.
The Fringe has a massive impact on all
residents. It is disappointing that The Fringe
and the International Festival continue to
ignore us. We look forward to reporting in
November 2021, this is no longer the case.
By and large, representatives of local
interest groups who are also members of the
OTCC, do not to live in Old Town. Therefore
their access to the views of residents in the
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Old Town may be somewhat curtailed.
Under 6.18 of the Scheme for Community
Councils, those representatives are
appointed to represent their local interest
groups for two reasons, to represent

i. the interests of their local interest
group on OTCC and
ii. to reflect the views of the Old Town
community through OTCC.
We have been reminded on a number of
occasions of just how essential it is for
elected members, to remind nominated
representatives about point ii.
This report tells the story of an Old Town that has had to
deal with enormous challenges. But we say with caution,
the worst seems to be behind us for residents living in Old
Town. That is not to say all will be rosy tomorrow or even
the day afterwards. Far from it. However, we believe that
with more support from resident and other movers and
shakers operating in the Old Town, that OTCC is well
placed to achieve much more in the future.
10th November 2020.
For more information, visit :
www.EdinburghOldTownCC.org.uk/Engagement-Contact
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