Tourism growth in Inverness sparks concerns over local community impact
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Tourism in Inverness: A Double-Edged Sword
Tourism stands as a cornerstone of the economy in Inverness and the wider Highlands, a sentiment almost universally acknowledged. Recent figures from Visit Scotland reveal that approximately 14.8% of the workforce in the Highlands is directly employed in the tourism sector. In 2022 alone, this vibrant industry generated an impressive turnover of £587 million, highlighting its significant contribution to the local economy. Efforts to enhance this sector continue to unfold, most notably with the anticipated unveiling of the Inverness Castle attraction, which is set to create 60 to 65 new jobs.
While the economic impacts of tourism are undeniably positive, the situation is not without complexities. A stroll down Inverness High Street reveals a staggering number of tourist-oriented shops. This trend was recently encapsulated by the opening of a new souvenir store, which brings the total on the High Street to six, or seven if you include the neighbouring Bridge Street. This shift raises questions about the diversity of retail offerings available to local residents.
Conversations with young locals during a recent visit to Achnasheen underscored a common sentiment: while tourism is beneficial for the economy, the proliferation of shops targeting tourists at the expense of local enterprises is viewed as detrimental. The residents expressed a desire for a retail environment that better caters to their needs rather than solely focusing on transient visitors. This phenomenon is not confined to Inverness; many European cities now reflect a similar trend, with traditional businesses being overshadowed by shops selling generic souvenirs. 
The escalating focus on short-term lets further complicates the tourism narrative in Inverness. Recently, six new short-term let approvals received community backlash, a worrying trend in a city already grappling with housing shortages. Official reports indicate that the Highlands region processes over 8,000 applications for short-term letting, with Airbnb properties dominating the market. The situation echoes housing crises faced in destinations like Spain, where short-term rentals have strained local communities, attracting concerns of losing neighbourly ties in favour of a transient visitor culture.
Housing in Inverness should be preserved for residents and families, rather than converted into vacation rentals. As noted in previous discussions, such investment strategies diminish the residential character of towns, transforming them into quasi-themes parks devoid of authenticity. The ongoing trend threatens to reshape the identity of Inverness, turning it from a lively community into a nomadic habitat lacking genuine local flavour.
Authorities are now challenged to balance the economic benefits of tourism with the vital need to maintain community integrity. Despite the positive contributions of tourism—evidenced by the 2.29 million overnight visits in 2023 that generated a staggering £762 million in expenditure—there’s an urgent need to reflect on who benefits most from this boom. Local communities are at risk of being overshadowed by market pressures prioritising short-term gains over long-term sustainability.
In summary, the duality of tourism's impact in Inverness necessitates careful examination and action. While it is an economic lifeline, measures must be taken to ensure that it enhances rather than erodes the character and community spirit of the Highlands. If these challenges are not addressed, Inverness risks losing its essence as a vibrant city and could ultimately become just another stop on the tourist map.
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