Edinburgh faces new strike threats as council workers reject pay offer ahead of festival season
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As Scotland approaches what could be another 'summer of discontent', the implications for key sectors—especially local government—are coming sharply into focus. The University of Edinburgh’s staff have expressed their readiness for strike action amidst ongoing disputes over budget cuts and job losses. This announcement adds to an already tense atmosphere concerning potential strikes by tens of thousands of council workers across Scotland. Should these workers vote in favour of action, Edinburgh’s renowned festivals could find themselves once again at the centre of a disruption that resonates far beyond the city.
Last year, the Edinburgh festivals faced significant challenges due to strikes initiated by refuse and recycling workers, during which uncollected waste became a notable eyesore on city streets. The strike culminated in a situation where overflowing bins and piles of rubbish tormented residents and visitors alike during this critical arts season. Ultimately, the strike was resolved after the unions—Unison, GMB, and Unite—negotiated a pay deal, yet not without enduring the negative publicity that befalls a city grappling with unsightly detritus.
This year, there is cause for concern that similar disruptions may return. The council staff have been presented with a mere 3% pay rise for 2025-26. This offer falls substantially short of the 6.5% sought by Unison and is notably below the inflation rate, which reached 3.5% in April according to the Office for National Statistics. Comparatively, NHS workers are reportedly receiving a better deal, illustrating a growing discontent regarding the fairness of pay across essential public sectors.
Roz Foyer, general secretary of the Scottish Trades Union Congress (STUC), articulated the frustration among workers when she stated, “Unless the Scottish Government is prepared to put a serious offer on the table to workers—one that accounts for years of pay erosion and the impact of the cost-of-living crisis—then they will be left with little choice but to, once again, stand up for themselves, their sector and their families.” This sentiment underscores the pressing nature of negotiations that will unfold in the coming months, particularly as the Scottish Government anticipates the political ramifications of another summer marked by industrial action, especially as local elections draw nearer.
The threat of strikes extends beyond refuse collectors; nearly 2,000 school and early years staff in Edinburgh have also voted in favour of strike action, indicating widespread discontent across various sectors. Such an outcome would not only disrupt local government operations but could also adversely affect families dependent on school services, all within the critical context of Edinburgh's summer festivals.
In responding to this climate of unrest, unions have made it clear that they are not merely seeking isolated solutions but are part of a broader discourse on public sector remuneration in Scotland. With union leaders like Wendy Dunsmore of Unite confirming that the actions in Edinburgh are merely the first phase of a wider strike campaign, the potential ripple effect across other councils including Glasgow and Dundee remains a pressing concern. 
In summary, as Edinburgh gears up for a new festival season, the stakes are high. The ongoing tension surrounding council workers' pay disputes points to a growing narrative of resistance against inadequate compensation in the face of soaring living costs. The forthcoming months will be crucial as negotiations between trade unions and local councils unfold. The Scottish Government will likely be keen to engage proactively to avert the waste management failures of the past, seeking not only to maintain the integrity of its public services but also to safeguard the city’s cherished cultural events from further interruptions.
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