
Item: 10 

Policy and Resources Committee: 23 September 2025. 

Orkney Visitor Levy. 

Report by Director of Enterprise and Resources. 

1. Overview 

1.1. On 20 September 2024, the Visitor Levy (Scotland) Act 2024 came into force, 

granting discretionary power to local authorities to introduce a levy on overnight 

stays in specified types of accommodation within all or part of their area. The levy 

excludes cruise ship passengers and other day visitors, wild campers and 

motorhomes not staying in registered campsites. For clarity, this report refers to 

the charge as the overnight visitor levy. 

1.2. On 24 September 2024, when considering the discretionary power accorded to 

local authorities to introduce an overnight visitor levy, the Policy and Resources 

Committee recommended: 

 That investigation be undertaken to ascertain the feasibility of introducing a 

visitor levy scheme in Orkney, including the following activity: 

o Formal engagement with local communities, tourism businesses and 

organisations and any other stakeholder likely to be affected by a visitor 

levy scheme. 

o A cost-benefit analysis, measuring the benefits of introducing a scheme 

versus the associated costs.  

o A seminar for Elected Members to present findings from the formal 

stakeholder engagement and cost-benefit analysis.  

1.3. Following a competitive procurement process, the Council, in partnership with 

Shetland Islands Council and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, appointed Urban 

Foresight to investigate the feasibility of an overnight visitor levy for each island 

authority. 

1.4. The feasibility investigations found a strong opposition to an overnight visitor levy 

within the bounds of the Visitor Levy (Scotland) Act 2024, with stakeholders citing 

fairness concerns and risks to local businesses and the tourism economy. While 

there is support in principle for a levy that funds infrastructure and environmental 

conservation, stakeholders favour simpler, fairer models targeting high-impact 

visitors. Cruise ship and point of entry levies are preferred, with the latter offering 
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broader coverage, greater revenue potential and clearer mechanisms for 

exempting residents.  

1.5. A cost-benefit analysis showed marginal returns for an overnight visitor levy, with 

viability sensitive to exemption rates, seasonal variation and accommodation 

attrition.  

1.6. Findings of the feasibility investigations are provided in the Orkney Visitor Levy 

Report, attached as Appendix 1. 

2. Recommendations 

2.1. It is recommended that members of the Committee:  

i. Agree that the Council should not progress implementation of an overnight 

visitor levy at this time. 

ii. Agree that engagement with the Scottish Government and other relevant 

stakeholders should continue on alternative tourism levy models 

appropriate to an island context.  

3. Legislative context 

3.1. On 20 September 2024, the Visitor Levy (Scotland) Act 2024 came into force, 

granting discretionary power to local authorities to introduce a visitor levy for the 

purpose of generating revenue to develop, support or sustain “facilities and 

services which are substantially for or used by persons visiting the scheme area for 

leisure or business purposes (or both)”. 

3.2. The legislation applies to overnight stays in specified types of accommodation 

within all or part of a local authority area, but excludes cruise ship and other day 

visitors, wild campers and motorhomes not staying in registered camping sites. 

3.3. The Scottish Government recently consulted on a proposed cruise ship levy for 

local authorities. As part of that consultation, views were also sought on whether 

local authorities with islands should have the power to introduce a ‘point of entry’ 

levy – the preferred option island authorities have consistently advocated since 

early discussions on a visitor levy. The consultation closed on 30 May 2025, but no 

timeline has been confirmed for a decision on enabling legislation. 

3.4. In June 2025, the Deputy First Minister confirmed that the Scottish Government has 

no plans to introduce a motorhome levy any time soon. 
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4. Overnight visitor levy feasibility investigations 

4.1. Following a competitive procurement process, Shetland Islands Council, 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar and the Council jointly commissioned Urban Foresight 

to assess the feasibility of an overnight visitor levy for each island authority. The 

study included stakeholder engagement, a cost-benefit analysis, and culminated in 

a members' seminar on 25 August 2025 to present the findings. 

4.2. Stakeholder engagement took place in March and April 2025 and revealed there is 

widespread opposition to an overnight visitor levy within the bounds of the Visitor 

Levy (Scotland) Act 2024 among residents and local businesses. The main 

objections to the overnight visitor levy centre around its unfairness – targeting 

overnight visitors while excluding high-impact segments who collectively account 

for more than half of all visitors – and the threat it would pose to the viability of 

accommodation providers and competitiveness of Orkney as a tourism 

destination. 

4.3. There is support for the principle of a levy that funds long-term investment in 

infrastructure and environmental conservation, provided it is fair, simple to 

administer, and responsive to local needs. Stakeholders favour a model that 

targets high-impact visitor segments, adapts to seasonal tourism patterns, and 

respects local circumstances through appropriate exemptions.  

4.4. Alternative levy models – particularly a cruise ship levy and a point of entry levy – 

are strongly supported. Both are considered more practical to implement than the 

overnight visitor levy and offer clearer mechanisms for exempting residents. The 

point of entry levy is widely regarded as the fairest approach as it applies to a 

broader range of visitors, including high-impact segments such as cruise 

passengers. By charging all visitors at entry, it offers the greatest revenue potential 

while minimising administrative complexity and cost. However, the viability of 

these alternatives depends on whether the Scottish Government progresses 

enabling legislation and on the design of that legislation. 

4.5. The cost-benefit analysis concluded that implementing an overnight visitor levy of 

at least 5% across Orkney – either year-round or seasonally (April to October) – 

could deliver marginal net benefits. Both models showed positive returns, with the 

seasonal levy slightly outperforming the year-round option in terms of cost-benefit 

ratio (1.56 vs. 1.36), despite generating a lower net present value and annual net 

revenue. These margins, however, are relatively modest and may be considered 

borderline in the context of public investment, particularly given the long-term 

financial risks and administrative complexity involved. The analysis is sensitive to 

key variables such as exemption rates, seasonal fluctuations, and accommodation 

attrition, all of which could erode net revenue. Further modelling and sensitivity 
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testing would be required to determine whether the projected benefits are 

sufficient to justify implementation under varying conditions. 

4.6. Full details of the stakeholder engagement and cost benefit analysis are provided 

in the Orkney Visitor Levy Report, attached as Appendix 1. 

5. Island authority partners 

5.1. On 17 June 2025, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s Sustainable Development Committee 

approved a recommendation to “pause the further development of an Outer 

Hebrides Visitor Levy Scheme until all tourism levy options for local authorities can 

be assessed”. 

5.2. On 15 September 2025, Shetland Islands Council’s Policy and Resources 

Committee will decide whether to progress any further investigation of an 

overnight visitor levy or instead explore alternative options. 

For Further Information please contact: 

Christie Hartley, Team Manager (Sustainable Tourism), extension 2854, email 

christie.hartley@orkney.gov.uk.

Implications of Report 

1. Financial - There are no financial implications arising directly from this report.  

On 24 September 2024, the Policy and Resources Committee recommended that 

provision of up to £20,000 be made from the Council’s Crown Estate Fund for 

external consultant fees relating to feasibility activity. Consultants were jointly 

engaged by the Council, Shetland Islands Council and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar at a 

cost of £35,000. Orkney’s share was £11,667. The Council’s overall expenditure, not 

including officer time, for the feasibility investigations was £11,833. 

2. Legal - There are no legal implications arising directly from this report.

3. Corporate Governance - There are no corporate governance implications arising 

directly from this report. 

4. Human Resources - Should the recommendations of this report be approved, the 

engagement activity referenced in paragraph 2.1.ii will be undertaken by existing 

officer resource within the Sustainable Tourism team.  

5. Equalities - An Equality Impact Assessment is not required at this stage.  

6. Island Communities Impact - An Island Communities Impact Assessment is not 

required at this stage.  

7. Links to Council Plan - The proposals in this report support and contribute to 

improved outcomes for communities as outlined in the following Council Plan 

Strategic priorities: 

mailto:christie.hartley@orkney.gov.uk
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☒ Growing our economy. 

☐ Strengthening our communities. 

☐ Developing our infrastructure. 

☐ Transforming our Council. 

8. Links to Local Outcomes Improvement Plan - The proposals in this report support 

and contribute to improved outcomes for communities as outlined in the following 

Local Outcomes Improvement Plan priorities: 

☐ Cost of Living. 

☒ Sustainable Development. 

☐ Local Equality. 

☐ Improving Population Health. 

9. Environmental and Climate Risk - There are no environmental and climate risk 

implications arising directly from this report.  

10. Risk - The potential benefits of implementing an overnight visitor levy in Orkney are 

currently outweighed by the associated risks, as outlined in the Orkney Visitor Levy 

Report, attached as Appendix 1. 

11. Procurement - There are no procurement implications arising directly from this 

report.

12. Health and Safety - There are no health and safety implications arising directly from 

this report.

13. Property and Assets - There are no property and assets implications arising directly 

from this report.

14. Information Technology - There are no information technology implications arising 

directly from this report.

15. Cost of Living - There are no cost-of-living implications arising directly from this 

report. 

List of Background Papers  

Orkney Islands Council Visitor Levy Feasibility Report, Policy and Resources Committee 

24 September 2024. 

Visitor Levy (Scotland) Act 2024. 

Visitor Levy Statutory Guidance. 

Scottish Government Cruise Ship Levy Consultation. 

Orkney Islands Council Response to Scottish Government Cruise Ship Levy Consultation.  

Appendix 

Appendix 1 – Orkney Visitor Levy Report. 

https://www.orkney.gov.uk/media/krzd1c4g/item-15-visitor-levy-feasibility.pdf
https://www.orkney.gov.uk/media/krzd1c4g/item-15-visitor-levy-feasibility.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2024/8/contents/enacted
https://www.visitscotland.org/binaries/content/assets/dot-org/pdf/tourism-and-events-industry/guidance-on-the-visitor-levy-for-local-authorities.pdf
https://www.orkney.gov.uk/media/5xqdhg0z/orkney-islands-council-scottish-government-s-cruise-ship-levy-consultation-response.pdf
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𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑒 ∗ 𝐿𝑒𝑣𝑦 𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑔𝑒 = 𝑅𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑢𝑒
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