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NatureScot

SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE

INFORMATION PAPER

Update on sub-groups and other business

Purpose
1. This paper updates the Committee on the work of its sub-groups, business from intersessional meetings and potential areas of interest for the Committee.

Action
2. The Committee is asked to note the update.
Preparation of the paper
3. The paper was written by Erin Garner and is sponsored by Eileen Stuart.

Background
4. Committee sub-groups review areas of work in more detail and provide advice on novel, contentious or complex matters. The sub-groups contain at least two Committee members (one of whom chairs the sub-group), two Expert Panel members, and additional expertise as required. A staff member provides the secretariat. Depending on the Terms of Reference, the sub-groups report to the Board, to the Committee, or to members of the Senior Leadership Team.

5. This paper provides an update on existing sub-groups. Annex A provides a tracker of all current sub-groups.

Key sub-group updates
[bookmark: _Hlk191649886]Targets and monitoring
6. [bookmark: _Hlk175916676][bookmark: _Hlk158113252]A sub-group was set up in September 2023 to support work on: a) devising target topics for the Natural Environment (NE) Bill; and b) advising on the monitoring framework for the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy Delivery Plan.

7. The sub-group has not met since the last full Committee meeting and last met in April 2024. There are no future meetings scheduled at this time.

8. The Natural Environment Bill was introduced in February 2025 and contains overarching targets for nature. We will work to populate these and ensure that Scottish Government colleagues are aware that sub-group members are available to provide an expert peer review function, if required.

9. We expect to draw this sub-group to close once there is further clarity on the measures in the Bill.

[bookmark: _Hlk191650050]Deer
10. The deer sub-group was set up in September 2023 to consider the evidence base around deer issues which will be required for delivery of the SBS. Since the last full Committee meeting, this sub-group has met twice, in October and January. The group has met five times in total: February, March, June and October 2024 and January 2025.

11. In February, the sub-group met to discuss and agree a work programme of issues for the group to consider.

12. In March and June, the sub-group provided further feedback on the deer population model which has been under development by NatureScot staff. The sub-group also considered the complexities of the relationship between deer densities and habitat impacts and discussed whether current research and monitoring activity allows for sufficient confidence that changes to deer densities will have the desired habitat impacts.

13. In October and January, the sub-group focused on Habitat Impact Assessment (HIA) methodologies and efforts to improve alignment and consistency between them. This was followed by a workshop on this topic on 4 February and work is underway in partnership with other organisations to progress this project. The sub-group were also provided with an update on plans to review the current deer census approach.

14. The next and final meeting of the sub-group will be 17 April 2025. A short overview report will be prepared summarising the work of the sub-group for future reference.

[bookmark: _Hlk191650266]Muirburn
15. The sub-group was set up to support staff on science matters in connection with the Wildlife Management (Grouse) Bill relating to muirburn issues. The sub-group has not met since the last full Committee meeting.

16. There is an external stakeholder group working on developing a revised Muirburn Code and the sub-group might be called on to provide input to this work as the detail is developed.
[bookmark: _Hlk158109667]MPA
17. The MPA sub-group was set up in 2013 and has not met since November 2021. Given the lack of recent activity, we now consider the work of this sub-group closed and will establish a new group in future, if required.

Other updates
Intersessional meeting
18. The Committee met online on 30 January 2025 to consider an update on the futureproofing ornithological advice project, which was developed to address the levels of uncertainty in providing offshore wind advice. The Committee noted the excellent collaboration between NatureScot staff and Committee members and requested an overview of how this was achieved. This is being prepared and will be circulated via correspondence.

New sub-group proposals
19. The Committee is invited to note the proposals considered elsewhere on the agenda regarding contributions to work on the Scottish Biodiversity List, freshwater pearl mussels and the Flow Country World Heritage Site.

Contact:	Erin Garner, erin.garner@nature.scot
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Annex A – Committee sub-group tracker
March 2025

	SAC Sub- group
	Task set
	Membership
	Date set up
	Progress update
	How advice has been used

	Targets and monitoring
	a) Devising target topics for the Natural Environment (NE) Bill
b) Advising on the monitoring framework for the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy Delivery Plan
	Professor Marian Scott (chair), Ms Kathy Dale, Dr Ruth Mitchell, Professor Jen Smart, Professor Rob Marrs, Dr Penelope Whitehorn
	Sept 2023
	Has not met since April 2024.
	Advice has been used to inform development of targets for the Natural Environment Bill, which has now been introduced to Parliament.

	Deer
	Advise on deer related research and evidence requirements
	Neil Metcalfe (Chair), Jane Reid, Dan Haydon, Sarah Woodin, Laszlo Nagy, Tom Morrison, Steve Albon
	Sept 2023
	Met in October 2024 and January 2025. Next and final meeting in April 2025.
	Provided feedback on deer population model and advised on improvements to existing Habitat Impact Assessment methodologies.

	Muirburn
	To provide expert advice to support staff in addressing unclear elements of the muirburn evidence base, to assist in developing a licensing approach to muirburn
	Marian Scott (chair), Davy McCracken, Sarah Woodin, Rob Marrs
	Nov 2022
	Completed, though further work may be commissioned.
	The Wildlife Management (Grouse) Bill came into force in July 2024. Work to revise the Muirburn Code is ongoing and staff may seek further advice in relation to muirburn.

	MPA
	Report to PAC as requested on consultations
	Jane Reid (Chair), Neil Metcalfe, Ben Wilson, Beth Scott
	2013
	Not met since last SAC meeting.
	The group last met in November 2021 to advise on Red Rocks and Longay possible MPA. There have not been any meetings and there is nothing to update since the last committee meeting. 
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