Strategic Wildlife Land Managers Forum
11th December 2024.  Edinburgh.
14:15hrs (1.5 hour duration)
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Apologies: Jake Swindells SCA, Peter Clark BASC, Alastair MacGugan NatureScot

Purpose of forum:  The meeting discussed how the forum should provide the opportunity for allowing stakeholders space to create more of a shared understanding, develop more of partnership approach to working through difficult or complex issues with the ability to engage with Ministers on key topics where there were different views and perspectives.  

Dr Allan and Mr Fairlie gave a brief overview of their portfolio interests in wildlife management as well as recognising the cross-cutting themes and issues which touched on several Ministerial portfolio interests across government.

The round table discussion was high level and sought be non-specific to any particular species issue other than by way of example.  The discussion sought to identify as much common ground as possible; recognition that there is a value in identifying common understanding and shared way forwards for wildlife, addressing areas of disagreement and identifying solutions in a constructive way, a more holistic approach to land and species management would be more helpful, allowing a wide range of rural businesses and importantly the people involved and impacted to be supported and protected.

· The need for the creation of an evidence base with associated funding deemed key to the future success of the Forum, and also the opportunity this provided to better use adaptive management as a management tool. 

· The role of future technology providing solutions was mentioned and the need for consistency across species and situations. 

· The socially just aspects of transition were identified as an area to be addressed with certain parts of the sector bearing a disproportionate amount of pressure, particularly relating to the control of more abundant species including INNS. 


Mr Fairlie summarised the conversations in terms of opportunity for clarity of policy, identifying potential refinement, where necessary, of legislation, ensuring necessary financial support mechanisms (public and private) were considered and developed and a new approach to communications to address the general public with messaging from the forum.

The Terms of Reference were agreed but the forum agreed to keep this under review on the basis that this would likely need to evolve through time.

Living with wildlife: See annex for responses to the call for attendees to submit their Challenges and Opportunities of living with wildlife.

Donald Fraser summarised the material provided in that clearly there is a wide spectrum of topics to consider.  That the forum was here to have honest conversations and that priorities for action needed to be identified so that the forum has a programme of activity with topics for deeper dive discussions in areas with divergent views and perspectives. 

The importance of evidence based decision making based on sound data and information was considered essential. There is also recognition that data gaps exist (and may be difficult or impossible to fill) and the need for ongoing knowledge transfer. This also necessitates a consideration of how precautionary approaches are applied to ensure actions align with climate and biodiversity crises.  

Realising the environmental and conservation benefits of wildlife management, supporting delivery of Scottish Biodiversity Strategy outcomes, valuing ecosystem services, carbon opportunities and nature-based solutions including flooding mitigation. Scale and pace of actions and the changes required to deliver this are an area of concern and contention.

The economic benefits derived from wildlife, through tourism, wildlife and habitat management, they are a key part of rural diversification, food production and security of employment. There was concern over impacts on jobs and employment – just transition for skills and experience with employment maintained or enhanced.

Build trust and relationships between organisations and individuals to engage in difficult topics: 
· Wildlife priorities (species conflict), 
· Public support, for living with wildlife, delivering public benefit
· Predation, applying precautionary principles, 
· Intervention with or in the absence of evidence, 

There were opportunities for collaboration and commonality of communications from the forum. Breaking down polarity of debate between organisations and building on areas of consensus and agreement.

Minister Fairlie suggested that this early work should focus on a clarity of understanding around intervention and the basis and rationale for this.   

AP1: Nature Scot were tasked with distilling priorities based on this initial discussion and developing a potential programme of topics for further forum meetings.

Date of next meeting: The members agreed to commit to quarterly meetings.  


 
Annex
	Opportunities 


	Ecosystem services provided by nature in the wider context of the climate and nature crisis and the delivery of Scottish Biodiversity Strategy outcomes – climate, flood prevention, carbon storage, and pollination amongst others, alongside species reintroductions to improve natural networks.


	Ecosystem services such as pollination, carbon storage, flood prevention and mitigation.


	Ecological/habitat restoration – particularly for our priority habitats Native Pinewood, Mountain Willow Scrub and Upland Heathland. (deer control).


	Species conservation/action plans – halt the loss of biosecurity and restore nature (multiple species)


	Additional economic opportunities and benefits wildlife tourism and wildlife and habitat management.


	Pilot schemes to incentivise living with wildlife


	Rural diversification and investment building on cultural identification with nature; for example goose management schemes in the Argyll Islands/Western Isles to promote Machair/HNV farming and typical wildlife of breeding Corncrakes, wading birds, and native flora.   
   

	Tourism rural economy – economic and societal benefits (multiple species).


	Promoting shooting and conservation as a viable way of managing wildlife


	The opportunity to rebuild trust could also be an opportunity if policy makers are serious about rising to the challenge and genuinely rebuilding that trust. Farmers are going to be essential in delivering targets for biodiversity and the environment. If you rebuild that trust and made farmers felt truly supported and part of a real shared approach/partnership they will be much more onboard with delivering on some of the broader goals.


	Developing existing partnership projects and establishing new ones—such as Saving Scotland’s Red Squirrels—plays a crucial role in managing invasive species like the grey squirrel. Providing significant economic benefits to the forestry industry by reducing browsing damage on young broadleaf saplings. Additionally, these initiatives ensure the conservation of the iconic red squirrel, delivering ecological, economic, and cultural benefits.


	All parties maintaining the terms of reference of the Shared Approach to Wildlife Management


	Building on the work of the independent Deer Working Group Report and proposed new legislation to implement sustainable deer management to prevent damage to peatlands and native woodlands and to restore nature whilst also ensuring a just transition for deer managers.  Need for an effective venison business plan including investment in infrastructure, community businesses, and marketing as a healthy food product.


	Income from Wildlife related tourism including sports tourism


	Recognition and Support for the role of land managers (including financial support)


	Engage the public and land managers in positive discussion around species management, sell the positive stories of what farmers and crofters are doing, whilst producing food for the nation. Bring parties together in partnership, understanding and a common goal. 


	Adaptive Management Approach to help address nature and climate emergencies as well as delivering other benefits : An adaptive management approach to living with wildlife provides the best mechanism to help wildlife thrive and deliver for people, jobs and nature.


	Nature evolves, as we do, and recognising the biodiversity crisis is not as simple as just turning back the clock and replacing every lost species from every habitat. We need to be clear about what good habitats look like and aim to create suitable, healthy, habitats for nature and managing them in a manner that maintains and improves healthy habitats that function alongside human interests and food production.




	Challenges

	Low levels of funding/government support for species conservation.


	Simple demonstration of serious agricultural damage. It is difficult to develop a one size fits all test for serious agricultural damage because there are so many forms damage can take, no one farm can be compared with another and sometimes damages are difficult to quantify. However current processes are a dark art, and farmers and crofters feel they have a mountain to climb proving serious damage. The processes need to be much simpler and more transparent, hopefully some of this will come out as part of the current licensing review.


	Delivering on 2030/45 targets without sufficient incentivisation


	Impact on business and land managers’ ability to deliver nature and climate solutions due to impact of wildlife


	Protected species wiping out other vulnerable animals. 
(Put them on a general licence).


	Rewilding and the implications on threatened species 


	High deer numbers restricting habitat restoration.


	Cross boundary cooperation on deer control.


	Effective predator control in a changing legislative environment


	Huge areas of our biodiversity will be lost and gone in 5 years. 
(River systems and moorland should be given a special zone which could allow total predator control). 


	For our members the biggest challenge we see is rebuilding trust within the farming sector. Government, NGOs and the public have expected farmers and crofters to bear increasing costs, time and stress resulting from species conflicts imposed upon them, because of species reintroductions, or population explosion/expansion of over protection of conflict species. 
For example, looking at beavers in Tayside, Government promised producers support for mitigating impacts, licences to control beavers in high-risk areas through a much-simplified application process and finally no further releases, populations would be allowed to expand naturally. It will be challenging to say the least to regain trust in Tayside.


	Public access especially with dogs.
(Close of nesting areas. Only allow public access in a vehicle. Strictly every dog on a lead for 6 months this is done in Svalbard)


	Tackling non-native species currently consumes conservation budgets; for example Rhododendron/Orkney stoat removal, and new INNS problems such as Sitka spruce planting are still being created.


	Lack of investment in nature conservation and loss of funding opportunities. Continuity of funding over a long time period is required for ecosystem restoration. Replacement of lost funding opportunities - for example EU LIFE - and maintaining Nature Restoration Fund budget. 


	Limited funding to realise long-term and sustained activity needed to reach Scottish Biodiversity Strategy targets. Greater coordination and alignment of land management funding with climate and biodiversity targets could help


	We need to move away from focusing on individual species and focus more on nature as part of a holistic picture. We need to change the narrative around nature and biodiversity, to a more balanced approach, one where we sometimes need to make difficult decisions. We need to be willing to accept that population control is sometimes necessary, and occasionally we need to remove individual animals to prevent conflict in other areas. 
We shouldn’t be afraid to make these decisions, we need to educate the public about why these measures are sometimes necessary. It will be a challenge but one we shouldn’t shy away from.


	Lack of landscape scale planning - various land use and species management undertakings are siloed resulting in competition and conflict. Greater alignment is needed to tackle issues such as INNS and deer management


	Lack of investment in science, monitoring and related reporting systems around wildlife populations and sustainable management, together with the provision of publicly accessible information and data


	Lack of monitoring and data management - investment in simple, well managed reporting systems delivering open access data on wildlife would support decision making, resource allocation and public understanding


	Local Knowledge, Expertise and land manager evidence disregarded in the development of policy and regulation


	One additional overarching and ongoing challenge is some of the prevailing negative social media commentary, including unwarranted attacks on organisations and individuals.   


	A Regulatory framework which is Inconsistent and Punitive 





