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Title:	Delivering for nature and people - A strategic plan for NatureScot’s National Nature Reserves and Nature Reserves 2025 – 2035
Date:	25 June 2025

	Purpose:
	For Decision

	Which of the current Business or Corporate Plan priorities does this topic drive forward and in what way?:
	NatureScot’s 29 National Nature Reserves (NNRs) and 9 Nature Reserves (NRs) contribute to nearly all of our corporate plan objectives to protect, restore and value nature and to deliver action on climate change, including the current high-level priorities for working with land managers, 30x30, public and private finance and wildlife management. They also bring with them specific responsibilities for people and nature as a land manager and employer.

	Summary:
	At its workshop in August, the Board agreed to the preparation of a strategic plan to provide better longer-term direction to the management of NatureScot’s suite of nature reserves. The draft strategic plan to 2035 contained in Appendix 1 of this paper has been prepared to fulfil this ambition. It draws on the workshop with the Board and input from SLT, including discussions on affordability, options and desired outcomes of ‘right-sizing’ and management approaches.

	Actions: 
	The Board are asked to discuss and comment on the scope and contents of the plan, and specifically:
1) the draft vision and proposed objectives for NatureScot NNRs
2) whether the draft plan meets the ambitions and challenges that were raised at the Board workshop.
3) any change needed prior to finalisation of the plan.

	Recommendations: 
	To approve, subject to comments made in discussion, this draft plan.

	Report Author(s):
	Pete Rawcliffe

	Sponsor:	
	Stuart MacQuarrie

	Appendix: 
	Appendix 1 – Delivering for nature and people - A strategic plan for NatureScot’s National Nature Reserves and Nature Reserves 2025 -2035 - Final Draft for Board approval





Appendix 1 - Delivering for nature and people - A strategic plan for NatureScot’s National Nature Reserves and Nature Reserves 2025 -2035 - Final Draft for Board approval

1. This is NatureScot’s ambitious 10-year strategic plan for the National Nature Reserves and Nature Reserves it owns and/or manages. 

Introduction 
2. To address the twin challenges of biodiversity loss and climate change it is more important than ever that NatureScot shows the positive leadership needed through how we own or manage land for nature and promote its responsible access and use. As part of the DNA of our organisation, our 29 National Nature Reserves in particular need to be living exemplars of nature protection and restoration and key tools in how we demonstrate and foster the value of nature with other land managers. With over a million visitors a year, they are also important visitor attractions providing a range of opportunities to connect people to nature and the work of NatureScot. 

3. The management of this public land for nature requires ongoing planning and investment which is determined through individual management plans for each site and the annual process of staff, revenue and capital planning which NatureScot undertakes with the context of its five-year corporate plan. In setting out NatureScot’s vision and objectives for our NNRs, this plan provides a longer-term and more strategic context for on-going business planning and operational management. 

Background
4. There are several hundred nature reserves in Scotland owned and managed by eNGOs, communities and private landowners, and both local and public bodies, with the national accolade of National Nature Reserve only awarded by NatureScot “to land and water of acknowledged significance for nature that is being managed to agreed high standards for nature and the enjoyment of nature”. For a site to become an NNR, the species, habitats or geology must be of at least national importance and the site must be primarily managed for nature in the long term.

5. Our suite of NNRs and Nature Reserves (NRs) has evolved over a long period of time with the last site full site we acquired being Kirkconnell Flow NR in 1998 for the restoration of the peatland. The majority pre-date NatureScot with most of our NNRs being acquired to stop irreversible damage to significant habitats (at a time when powers to prevent this were limited) or because we were gifted or sold them. 

6. Following the establishment of NatureScot, the way we have managed this land has evolved over time in response to changing needs and opportunities:
a) We have increasingly differentiated between sites managed for people and nature (NNRs) and sites primarily managed for nature (Nature Reserves). The former comes with higher operational management costs, the latter less so. 
b) Various attempts have considered how the suite can be made representative of the best of Scotland’s species and habitats though this has had little impact on the suite itself. 
c) We are no longer the only manager of NNRs and through the NNR partnership which we chair have actively encouraged others to take on this role. The partnership currently comprises FLS, NTS RSPB Scotland, SWT, WT, SLC (South Lanarkshire Council) and SL&E (to represent private landowners such as Glen Tanar). The two National Park Authorities are also represented on the partnership. 
d) There are several larger NNRs which are now in multiple ownership and management. 
e) On several occasions, we have successfully transferred land ownership or NNR management to others, though this has been largely opportunistic rather than strategic.
f) We have several examples where we have used our land ownership as a catalyst to form landscape scale partnerships with our neighbours e.g. Cairngorms Connect, Torridon Landscape Partnership, where our involvement and experience as land manager is highly valued by partners.
g) We have increasingly looked to develop new approaches to income generation to maintain investment in our NNRs through charging, donations and private finance as part of our wider Public Sector Reform activity.
h) We have long valued and sought to make more of our NNRs in terms of the nature-positive stories they tell and the public profile they provide for us with both the public and stakeholders. 
i) NNRs also provide a range of benefits to the organisation through the significant contribution they make across the range of delivery plans through which we plan and deliver our work such as demonstration sites for nature-based solutions, nature restoration and visitor management. 

7. [bookmark: _Hlk172297348]NatureScot currently owns/leases and manages 29 NNRs, covering 41,300 hectares or 0.54% of Scotland’s land. These 29 represent over 30% of the land within Scotland’s 43 NNRs. In addition, we own and manage 4200ha of other land as 9 nature reserves where the focus is purely on nature management. We also play a leadership role in convening the NNR partnership representing the owners across the public, private, community and eNGO sectors of Scotland’s 14 other NNRs. 

8. Nearly all of the land we manage as NNR is designated as SSSI or Natura and therefore contributes to the 30x30 target. Currently 87% of the features on these sites are in favourable condition and we are working towards making all our sites meet this benchmark. Additional effort and investment will be needed in future to meet this target and build greater climate resilience into their planning and management. As a public body, we are also expected to demonstrate good practice in promoting outdoor access rights and land ownership more generally by the Scottish Land Commission. We also have important health and safety obligations for our staff and visitors to our sites.

9. The ownership and management of our NNRs requires a long-term approach which has permanent resource implications both in terms of staffing and both operational and capital funding. Despite increased resourcing for deer and visitor management on NNRs in the current corporate plan period, overall spend on NNRs has declined significantly in relative and absolute terms over the last ten years. To meet the aspirations of this plan, we will need to find new ways of increasing investment in our suite of NNRs. 

The changing context for our reserves
10. Alongside Scottish Government priorities for sustainable economic growth and tackling climate change, Scotland now has ambitious plans to halt and restore biodiversity by 2045. These plans are set out in the new Scottish Biodiversity Strategy and its delivery plan (SBS), with targets to be developed though the legislative framework to be provided by the Natural Environment Bill.

11. NNRs and NRs contribute to the 6 priority actions identified in the SBS including:
a) Accelerate ecosystem restoration and regeneration
b) Protect nature on land and at sea, across and beyond protected areas
c) Embed Nature Positive farming, fishing and forestry
d) Protect and support the recovery of vulnerable and important species and habitats
e) Invest in nature
f) Take action on the indirect drivers of biodiversity loss

12. For the first time, the SBS delivery plan also sets out a role and specific actions for NNRs as follows.

Fulfil the potential of National Nature Reserves (NNRs) for nature recovery. As well as providing places for nature to flourish, Scotland’s 43 NNRs are important gateways to nature, providing opportunities for all of Scotland’s people to experience and enjoy the best of Scotland’s habitats and wildlife. We will identify opportunities for expansion or the designation of new NNRs. Working with the NNR partnership, we will ensure these sites are managed as key building blocks for Nature Networks across Scotland.

Table 1: SBS actions
	Supporting Actions (page 35)
	Lead
	Support
	Delivery date

	Actively use the NNR suite to develop deliver and demonstrate best practice in wildlife management putting in place five demonstration examples.
	NatureScot 
	NNR partnership bodies
	March 2026

	Identify and realise opportunities for expansion of existing NNRs or the designation of new ones identifying a range of sites by 2026 and designating those considered suitable by 2028.
	NatureScot
	NNR partnership bodies
	2028

	Adapt the planning and management of NNRs in response to the impacts of climate change on nature putting in place refreshed management plans for NNRs.
	NatureScot
	NNR partnership bodies
	2028



13. To help full-fill these actions, the NNR partnership has undertaken a review of the NNR suite in Scotland to better align and maximise the contribution of the suite. It is also seeking to grow the Partnership by involving more communities and land managers in the management of existing and new NNRs. 

Vision, themes and objectives to 2035
14. Within this changed context, our vision for the NNRs we own or manage is:

We want our National Nature Reserves to be living examples of the future we want to see for Scotland’s nature. They will be places where nature is thriving, where nature is enjoyed and valued by both visitors and communities, and where our leadership for nature recovery is demonstrated.

As part of a growing suite of nature reserves across Scotland, our land will be a key building block for landscape scale working, nature networks and new partnerships for nature. It will be recognised as providing some of the very best places to build lifelong connections with nature, to increase climate-nature knowledge, and to grow the skills for nature recovery. 

15. To deliver this vision requires a long-term approach which builds on the “protect, restore and value” priorities of the current corporate plan and new focus that is emerging on action on:
a) achieve our 30x30 commitment to safeguard 30% of our land and sea by 2030
b) drive nature positive change in agricultural practice, land use and the marine environment 
c) increase public and private sector investment in nature and ensure good development
d) promoting nature positive land and wildlife management though strengthened regulation 

16. Our land is particularly well placed to help deliver on the first of these priorities by providing building blocks for nature networks and nature recovery at a landscape scale. Through demonstration and the development of good practice, they also can make an important contribution to the other priorities. To better align with the new Scottish Biodiversity Plan, the next corporate plan period is also likely to see a renewed emphasis on the indirect drivers of biodiversity loss, and our NNRs in particular have a key role to play here too in helping to connect and inspire people to take action to care for our natural world in their daily lives.  

17. The key strategic themes and objectives to do this are set out in the Annex A below. Further detail for individual NNRs will be developed at the start of each new corporate plan period. We will work closely with the NNR partnership to align this work with others who own and manage reserves.
Investing in our reserves
18. In 24/25, NatureScot had circa 40 FTE staff deployed on NNR and NR planning and management at a cost of £2.2 million and invested some £1.7 million (revenue and capital) on their upkeep and improvement. We consider this level of funding to be the minimum “baseline” without which we cannot sustain the effective stewardship of the current suite of 29 NNRs and our nature reserves in line with NNR standards and our obligations as a landowner and employer. 

19. Critical to realising the aspirations of this plan will therefore be securing greater investment from both the public and private sector over and above this baseline, building on work to secure lottery, peatland and rural tourism infrastructure funding and the piloting of voluntary charging and carbon credits. We will also need to be more ready to consider and take up commercial sponsorship and legacy funding as well as finding new ways to grow the contribution of volunteering and scientific research to the management of our NNRs. A key action will be the preparation of an investment strategy to support implementation of this strategic plan.


Changes to the suite
20. During the period of this plan, we will keep the NNR and NR suite under on-going review and consider making changes to it when opportunities arise if this would make sense in terms of the overall aims and objectives of this strategic plan, or in response to changes to Scottish Government priorities and funding for us. While very much a last resort, if available funding falls below the baseline we need for managing our land, we may ultimately need to consider de-declaration of some of our NNRs.

21. A key ambition is to look for opportunities for further leasing, partnerships or land acquisition to improve the management of our existing sites for nature and people.  To free up funds for investment for this, they may also be some scope to consider the transfer of ownership or management to others where this would make sense in terms of overall management effectiveness of the reserve and the wider landscape it sits in. 

Measuring Success
22. Over and above delivering the SBS delivery plan actions to 2028, longer terms measures of success in releasing the ambition of this plan will include:
a) nature protection – working towards more of the designated area of land we manage being in favourable condition and contributing to ecosystem health measures.
a) nature recovery - through delivering deer management and peatland restoration; contributing to species and habitat targets and building a greater role for more of our NNRs in landscape-scale projects and nature networks in line with national expectations and targets;
b) nature connection - improving visitor experience and connection to nature and growing the number of people, businesses and the public regularly volunteering on our NNRs; and 
c) nature based skills and knowledge – increasing the provision of training opportunities, education and knowledge development on our reserves through events, demonstration projects and research.
d) building our capacity - the successful piloting and development of new governance and management approaches, increasing the contribution of volunteering to the management of our reserves; and generating income from voluntary donations, charging and private finance.

23. Examples of the range of outcomes we are seeking are illustrated in Annex B. An annual report on progress will be prepared from 2025 onwards.
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Annex A - Key Strategic themes and objectives
	Corporate Plan priorities 2021-2025
	NNR Strategic themes (2025-35) 
	NNR Key objectives (years 2025-30)

	Protect
	1. Maintain all our sites to NNR standards for people and nature
2. Grow the contribution of our NNRs to habitat and species targets 
3. Develop a more strategic approach to developing the role and profile of NNRs for demonstration and research
	a Establish a set of species management projects on selected NNRs to demonstrate and promote new conservation thinking and practice 
b Tackle and demonstrate best practice on visitor management pressures on NNRs 
c Assess the implications of climate change for future management of NNRs (linking to NatureScot’s adaptation plan) 

	Restore
	4. Use our NNRs to lead and deliver partnerships for landscape scale working
5. Use of our NNRs to grow nature networks 
6. Use our NNRs to champion and help tell the story of nature recovery 
	a Identify opportunities for extensions to existing NNRs and the scope to develop new ones to support habitat and species restoration 
b Restore all areas of degraded peatland on our NNRs
c Develop landscape scale working partnerships at 5-10 NNRs
d Use NNRs to champion nature recovery by other land managers

	Value
	7. Increase public and private investment in our NNRs
8. Increase the role of our NNRs in nature-based skills and training
9. Ensure that our NNRs are accessible and used by all of Scotland’s people 
10. Tell the story of nature recovery through our NNRs
	a Roll out the successful elements of the voluntary car park charging pilot and investigate new means of raising income from users of NNRs 
b Realise opportunities for public and private sector funding by mapping key elements of the NNR “offer” 
c Develop training facilities and programmes at selected NNRs
d Build the role of selected NNRs in nature-based volunteering, learning and outreach
e Report annually on NNR achievements 

	NatureScot Way 
	11. Embed the work of NNRs across all areas of the our work
12. Continue to innovate how we manage and govern our NNRs
13. Keep our suite of NNRs under review 
14. Use our NNRs to promote NatureScot’s brand to the public and politicians
	a Implement a more strategic and efficient approach to NNR planning and management 
b Develop an investment strategy to support implementation of this plan
c Explore new governance arrangements for NNRs involving communities, land managers and businesses
d Review the role of each NNR when its lease arrangements or management plan cycle ends
e Maintain a high profile for NNRs in NatureScot communications and stakeholder engagement.


Annex B - Case studies

Coastal restoration – Tentsmuir National Nature Reserve (NNR)

NatureScot are restoring over 100 hectares of coastal habitat adjacent to Tentsmuir NNR. Following extensive damage to Tentsmuir Forest by Storm Arwen in 2021, a unique opportunity arose to enhance the NNR by restoring neighbouring ground to dune habitat. 

Tentsmuir NNR is part of one of the most extensive and dynamic coastal dune systems in the UK. The dunes once stretched miles in land with much of the current Tentsmuir forest planted over dune heath and grassland. NatureScot has extensive experience of managing the habitats and species found here and we are now working with our partners at Forestry and Land Scotland to restore dune habitats to areas of the forest damaged by the storm.   

Forestry Land Scotland has removed viable commercial timber and NatureScot are now working on the next steps. Brash and debris from the storm has been cleared, trees stumps and roots removed and the site will be grazed with cattle this summer; over time this will allow the dune habitats  to regenerate.

Over the coming years our ambition is to extend this further working with partners to extend the existing mobile coastal system at Tentsmuir over a larger area. This will create a robust and adaptable dune system, better able to withstand the significant pressures Scotland’s coast is under through climate change. 

Sea to Summit – Peatland restoration at Ben Wyvis National Nature Reserve (NNR)

More than 200 hectares of peatland has been restored on the mountainside at NatureScot’s Ben Wyvis NNR as part of landscape-scale habitat restoration stretching from summit to sea. The work, funded by NatureScot Peatland ACTION, has sensitively restructured the habitats to re-vegetate the peat, encourage new peat formation, halt erosion and allow the peatland to function properly.

It is a success story, where a combination of investment and collaborative work is bringing about real and dramatic change - nature restoration on a landscape-scale that stretches from mountain summit to sea shore. It’s a great example of what can be achieved when we take positive action to protect, restore and value nature, with all the benefits that brings for people as well.

The work will not only have wide benefits for storing carbon, but also for a variety of species that live on the slopes of Ben Wyvis. At the very top of the River Peffery the work also contributes to an ongoing project to restore the river on a whole-catchment scale. The River Peffery Restoration Project, funded by the Scottish Government’s Nature Restoration Fund, is restoring habitats and exploring natural flood management techniques to help reduce flood risk to Dingwall and benefit biodiversity.

Torridon Landscape Partnership – Expanding Scotland’s ancient forest

The Glen Torridon Partnership is a pioneering landscape-scale approach to long-term habitat restoration in Glen Torridon, one of the most iconic mountain landscapes in the UK. Using nature-based solutions whilst working across landownership boundaries and with local communities, the Glen will blossom into a thriving network of habitats, which are resilient against climate change and where biodiversity can flourish. The founding members of the partnership are two private estates -  Ben Damph Estate and Coulin Estate, two charitable bodies - the National Trust for Scotland (Torridon Estate) and the Woodland Trust (Ben Sheildaig and Couldoran Estate) and one public sector organisation - NatureScot (Beinn Eighe National Nature Reserve); together they are proactively managing over 30,000 hectares for nature.  

The partnership came about as the landowners recognised that there are significant limitations in what can be achieved on individual sites, in the face of the range of pressures affecting nature. Single sites are often too small and isolated to tackle larger issues such as biodiversity decline on their own. Collaborating across landscapes means land managers (public, private or third sector) can deliver environmental, social and economic benefits and achieve greater success than working in isolation. 

Community Deer Management -  a pioneering initiative offering local residents the chance to stalk deer at NatureScot’s Creag Meagaidh National Nature Reserve (NNR)

The community deer management pilot offers those living nearby the opportunity to learn deer management skills and, when fully trained and qualified, free access to the reserve to shoot deer in season for their own consumption.

Community models of deer management are common in many European countries, but this is the first time it has been tried on publicly owned land in Scotland.

The aim of the project is to encourage more community involvement at Creag Meagaidh and develop skills in the local area. With access to a deer larder on the reserve, participants and the wider community will also benefit from increased access to venison as a healthy, sustainable product with zero food miles.

The initiative will complement the reserve’s deer cull, which is crucial for protecting and restoring Creag Meagaidh’s regenerating native woodlands and other habitats.

The move supports recommendations from the independent Deer Working Group, which recognised the benefits of more local consumption of venison.

A place for research – the Isle of May NNR

The Isle of May is well established as a place for research and monitoring and is recognised for its role in facilitating long-term monitoring programmes on seabirds and seals. Research on the island contributes to our understanding of the pressures on seabirds and includes projects assessing the effects of offshore renewable developments, the impact of legacy waste contaminants, winter survival of seabirds and looking at the effects of climate change.

Monitoring of the breeding bird populations is undertaken by NatureScot while the UK Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (UKCEH) monitor breeding success and survival rates. The island is one of four strategic monitoring sites in the U.K. Data from the island feeds into a long-term Seabird Monitoring Programme for seabirds and is also used to report on the status of the qualifying species and associated ecosystem health. 

Monitoring of the seal population is an important part of a long-term research programme undertaken by the Sea Mammal Research Unit (SMRU), a biannual aerial survey is undertaken to establish population levels along with various behavioural studies.

Researchers from Manchester and Edinburgh Universities recently completed a 3-year project taking samples from the islands population of house mice for research funded by the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council. They hope to disentangle the ways in which an improved diet can support health and wellbeing and protect against parasitic infection in the real-world environment in which the immune system operates.
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