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NatureScot 

SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

Species prioritisation 

Purpose 

1. This paper updates the Committee on a tool being developed to support decisions 
on the relative priority of species work within NatureScot. We invite the Committee 
to review the approach taken and comment on the next steps. 

Action 

2. The Committee is asked to: 

a. Note the drivers and core operational requirements for NatureScot 
decisions on species priority work; 

b. Note the considerable work undertaken in developing a Scottish 
Database on species; and  

c. Advise on further work on identifying species priorities. 

Preparation 

3. The paper has been prepared by David O’Brien, with inputs from Mairi Cole and 
Des Thompson.  It is sponsored by Eileen Stuart. 

Background 

4. A significant amount of NatureScot business includes making decisions on species 
conservation and management.  This covers strategic, policy, and operational 
work, and often relies heavily on specialist staff inputs. As we move towards 
developing the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy 2030 we are refining our work on 
State of Nature reporting, and developing clarity on priority species for conservation 
action (in the widest sense) and monitoring.  Within the Biodiversity Programme 
Board, chaired jointly by Scottish Government and NatureScot, this work falls under 
Project 4 supporting evidence needs for the new Strategy. 

5. A paper was put before the Committee in 2017 (SAC/2017/09/02) which outlined a 
proposed approach to make species prioritisation more consistent, transparent and 
objective (Annex 1). Whilst the decision tool was welcomed, colleagues and 
Committee members advised that further investigative work was needed on the 
conservation status of species in Scotland.  Accordingly, a workshop with partners 
was held in 2018 to take the prioritisation work forward.  Participants felt that a 
basic decision process focused on species with existing protection was not 

https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2017-11/SAC%20meeting%20-%2028%20Sept%202017%20-Species%20Priorities%20-%20a%20decision%20tool%20for%20conservation%20decisions.pdf
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necessarily reflective of conservation needs.  Hence, the approach was revised 
and a consultation with partners was established last year to glean information 
about conservation status, the impact of IPBES drivers, and the likelihood of 
success of conservation action for Scottish species.  Mairi Cole has led this 
process, which  has involved listing species according to what we know about their 
conservation status, and adding in expert views on the likelihood of action/success, 
with the aim of eventually distilling this to a ranked list of ‘at risk’ species for 
Scotland.  A Scottish Database is a key output.   

Work in progress 

6. Given the number of species in Scotland (~90,000 species) the development of the 
Scottish Database is a considerable undertaking.  We currently have data entries 
for more than 15,000 species with specialists’ feedback on more than 3,000 of 
these.  Several major UK databases are being drawn on to complete this work, 
including the Scottish Biodiversity List which has a statutory standing.  A 
preliminary sift of the database points to there being 89 Critically Endangered 
species listed as resident in Scotland. 

Further work 

7. Work to complete the Scottish Database (or at least the first phase of it) is essential 
as part of developing the post-2020 Scottish Biodiversity Strategy.  We are 
currently considering how best to resource this given the digital challenges of 
managing such a large and complex dataset, and COVID-19 impositions on inputs 
from partner organisations.  Support, through additional data analysis, has been 
offered by some members of the wider species at risk partnership.       

8. Beyond this, there are a range of views and approaches to arriving at a priority list 
of species for Scotland.  The development of an approach to genetic conservation 
hosted by SEFARI has given us a potential set of five criteria aimed at reflecting 
some key roles played by biodiversity, including its own inherent value: 

 National conservation priority species (covered by the existing prioritisation 
work).  The statutory list of priority habitats and species (the Scottish 
Biodiversity List) under the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004  
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2004/6/section/2 has 26 marine habitats, 
156 marine species, 41 terrestrial habitats and 1947 terrestrial species. 

 Species of national cultural importance (using Scottish Biodiversity List - 
Social Criterion).   

 Species providing key ecosystem services (requires further development with 
input from Climate Change team, SEPA, Marine Scotland Science and others). 

 Species of importance for wild harvesting (Forest Research wild harvests 
along with data from Marine Scotland Science). 

 Economically important game species (Country Sports Tourism in Scotland 
PACEC 2014). 

9. The Committee is asked to discuss and advise on the merits of these criteria. 

 

file:///C:/Users/APDT/Downloads/summary_sheet_en_web.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/scottish-biodiversity-list-documents
https://sefari.scot/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2004/6/section/2
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20180515202453/http:/www.gov.scot/Publications/2006/03/27152321/0
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20180515202453/http:/www.gov.scot/Publications/2006/03/27152321/0
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/wild-harvests-from-scottish-woodlands-social-cultural-and-economic-values-of-contemporary-non-timber-forest-products/
https://countrysportscotland.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/The-Benefits-Volume-and-Value-of-Country-Sports-Tourism-in-Scotland-PACEC-2014.pdf
https://countrysportscotland.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/The-Benefits-Volume-and-Value-of-Country-Sports-Tourism-in-Scotland-PACEC-2014.pdf
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11th September 2020 

 

Contact: 

David O’Brien david.obrien@nature.scot  

Mairi Cole mairi.cole@nature.scot 

Des Thompson des.thompson@nature.scot 
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Annex 1 

 


