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SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE

INFORMATION PAPER

Science and Evidence Leadership Programme update

Purpose
1. This paper provides an update on the work of the Science and Evidence Leadership Programme (SELP) and the agreed priorities for 2025.
Action
2. The SAC is invited to review the information and provide any feedback.
Preparation
3. The paper was written by Alex Mackay. It is sponsored by Clive Mitchell.
Background
4. NatureScot’s Science and Evidence Leadership Programme was set up in 2022 and is due to run until June 2026. The aims of the programme are to increase the impact and influence of NatureScot’s science and evidence and reinforce our role as trusted adviser to Government and other parties.
Recent progress
5. Since the last report in October, the programme board has made progress in a number of areas.
6. In November, we published our Science and Evidence Needs document internally and externally. The document has been used to highlight our evidence needs to a number of masters and PhD events at the University of Edinburgh. The document has been used to help inform discussions on the recent Scottish Government Strategic Research Programme between staff and Scottish Government officials. We are also working with our Strategic Resource Managers and Delivery Plan leads to ensure that they consider the Science and Evidence Needs document in the decisions they are making around project funding.
7. In December, we published a research commissioning process which has eight steps with links to guidance and best practice to help guide staff who are developing and running research projects. The process includes early consideration of how best to communicate the research.
8. We completed a review of engagement with academic organisations with groups of staff. A report which identifies opportunities for engagement will be issued to Activity and Operations managers. Support will be offered for taking forward engagement where resources allow.
9. Good progress on organising Scotland’s Nature Student Conference has been made. The event is on 18 and 19 March at Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh.
10. As part of the skills work being led by our People and Organisational Development team, the SELP have developed a core learning offer (learning resources) for science and evidence. The offer is being tested during March and any feedback will be taken on board following which the resource which will be rolled out to the organisation.
11. An internal Audit of NatureScot’s Evidence base took place in summer 2024. The report had four recommendations:
· The Science and Evidence Leadership Programme Manager, alongside the Heads of Terrestrial Science and Marine Science, puts in place a process to maintain an overview of the full range of evidence being secured by NatureScot.
· The Strategic Resource Manager approval process for scientific evidence projects must take account of the evidence needs listed in the Science and Evidence Needs paper.
· The Science and Evidence Leadership Programme identifies the most influential scientific research and ensures a clear promotion and deployment pathway that maximises reach and impact with key stakeholders.
· A Data Strategy measure of success is developed over data confidence.
12. The first three recommendations are being addressed by the programme board. The final recommendation is being taken forward by our colleagues responsible for the Data Strategy in the Protected Areas, Innovation and Data team.
13. We are continuing to work externally with a number of networks on specific topics. These networks allow us to share knowledge and expertise across the public sector and academia. The networks include:
· The Cross-border Evidence Group
· Environmental Evidence Synthesis Community of Practice (EEsyCOP)
· Research Ethics in Environmental Organisations (REEO Network)
· Advancing Capacity for Climate Environmental Social Sciences (ACCESS).
14. In January, we held our quarterly programme board meeting to agree our priorities for 2025.
15. The priorities for Workstream 1 (Leadership) include:
· Continue to support our involvement in PhD, masters and other research programmes by:
a) continuing to offer ideas for masters projects and develop a similar list for PhD studentships
b) promoting NatureScot to academic bodies as a potential partner through mixer events, the handshake portal being developed with the University of Glasgow and academic engagement work being taken forward by WS2
c) promoting the opportunities for research collaborations from the 2025 Horizon Europe work programme (published around April).
· Explore how we ensure ethical considerations are taken into account in our research.
· Explore how we can utilise evidence synthesis in our work through the Evidence Synthesis Community of Practice (EEsyCOP).
· Increase our internal engagement about the programme to keep raising the profile of what we are doing.
16. The priorities for Workstream 2 (Engagement) include:
· Support teams in NatureScot to increase engagement with the academic bodies identified through the exercise undertaken in 2024. This work will help support WS1 with work on promoting NatureScot opportunities for masters and PhDs.
· Continue to illustrate the importance of engagement for NatureScot and individuals. This will include piloting the handshake portal with the University of Glasgow, as well as promoting the value of honorary positions and other links with academic organisations.
· Engage in Scottish Government’s identification of Marine and Freshwater Areas of Research Interest (ARIs), including participation at a SG-MASTS workshop on 20 March 2025.
17. The priorities for Workstream 3 (Staff Development) include:
· Complete the core learning offer for Science and Evidence and then work on developing the two more advanced levels in line with the People and Organisational Development team’s timetable.
· Run a science and evidence staff survey in spring 2025 to inform any further work we want to do on learning and development.
· Continue to deliver a monthly programme of science and evidence events promoting the science happening within NatureScot, including PhD and masters students. Where opportunities arise, invite external speakers.
18. Updates on masters, PhDs, research programmes and published papers are included in Annex A.

Contact: Alex Mackay, alex.mackay@nature.scot


Annex A – Masters, PhD studentship projects, research programmes and published research

Masters
· We currently have 30 different masters projects available on our website.
· We have had 10 recent enquiries about masters projects through our research mailbox.
· We have 3 students who are currently in discussion with supervisors. 
· We have promoted our projects by emailing our contact list and attending a couple of mixer events at the University of Edinburgh. The marine teams have been actively promoting their masters projects through MASTS and have recently found students for four projects.

PhDs
· We have 28 PhD studentships that we are currently supporting with time and for some financial input – where financial input is required, most are CASE studentships.
· 11 new PhDs were supported in 2024, 5 in 2023 and 9 in 2022.

Research programmes
· We have signed up as partners to the following large research programmes:
· Centre for Net Positive Health and Climate Solutions
· NETGAIN
· ECOWILD
· E5 DTP
· OpenCLIM-Lands
· DiversiTree
· TRACC
· LUNZ Hub
· TRANSECTS
· NATURESCAPES (Horizon Europe)
· COEVOLVERS (Horizon Europe)

Published research
· In 2024 staff were involved in 31 published papers.
· So far in 2025 staff have been involved in two published papers.

Additional articles since the October meeting are listed below:

2024
· Paleolimnological evidence for variable impacts of fish farms on the water quality of Scottish freshwater lochs. – Iain Sime
· How can biodiversity strategy and action plans incorporate genetic diversity and align with global commitments? – David O’Brien
· Investigating hill sheep farmers and crofters’ experiences of blackloss in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland – Andrew Kent
· High‐Resolution Longitudinal eDNA Metabarcoding and Morphological Tracking of Planktonic Threats to Salmon Aquaculture – Michele De Noia
· Successful collaborative trials of simple gear modifications to reduce entanglement of whales and other megafauna in Scotland’s static pot (creel) fisheries – Michele De Noia
· Gleaners of Nature – 150 years of the Dundee Naturalists’ Society – Colin Macleod
· Contrasting effects of shooting disturbance on the movement and behavior of sympatric wildfowl species – Jessica M Shaw
· The status of breeding Hen Harriers Circus cyaneus in the UK and Isle of Man in 2023 – Andrew Stevenson
· Guidance on the consideration of bats in traffic infrastructure projects – Rob Raynor
· An overview of the Scottish National Adder Survey 2022-24 – Rob Raynor
· Comparing the performance of global, geographically weighted and ecologically weighted species distribution models for Scottish wildcats using GLM and Random Forest predictive modelling – Roo Campbell and Martin Gaywood
· Variable importance and scale of influence across individual Scottish wildcat hybrid habitat models – Roo Campbell and Martin Gaywood
· Explaining inter-individual differences in habitat relationships among wildcat hybrids in Scotland – Roo Campbell and Martin Gaywood


2025
· The impact of reintroduced Eurasian beaver (Castor fiber) dams on the upstream movement of brown trout (Salmo trutta) in upland areas of Great Britain – Angus Tree, Martin Gaywood, Colin Bean
· A generalist species of highly specialized individuals? – Roo Campbell and Martin Gaywood
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