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TWO HUNDRED and EIGHTEENTH MEETING OF THE BOARD OF NATURESCOT 
[bookmark: _Hlk158819829]CREEBRIDGE HOUSE HOTEL, NEWTON STEWART
CONFIRMED MINUTES – 13 MARCH 2025
[bookmark: _Hlk158819852]MEMBERS PRESENT
Colin Galbraith		Chair 
Jill Robbie			Deputy Chair
Margaret Davidson		Member
Ian Gambles			Member
Jaboury Ghazoul		Member
James Harrison		Member
Peter Higgins			Member
David Johnstone		Member
Board Apprentice
Wayne Powell	Member
Heather Reid	Member
Nikki Yoxall			Member 

IN ATTENDANCE
Ms Gillian Martin	Acting Cabinet Secretary for Net Zero and Energy (10:00 – 10:45)
Nick Halfhide			Interim Chief Executive 
Robbie Kernahan		Director of Green Economy
Eileen Stuart			Director of Nature and Climate Change
Stuart MacQuarrie		Deputy Director of Nature and Climate 
Claudia Rowse			Deputy Director of Green Economy
Jason Ormiston 		Head of External Affairs
Graham Boyle			Chief of Staff
Sara Lewis			Governance Support Manager (minutes)
Marie Hernandez		Head of People and Organisational Development (item 7)
Stephen Coulter		Planning and Performance Manager (item 8)
Sandy Middleton		PeatlandACTION Project Manager (observer)

EXTERNAL
Member of the public (observer from item 7)

APOLOGIES
Colin MacPhail		Member
Jane Macdonald 		Director of Business Services & Transformation



AGENDA ITEM 1:  OPENING REMARKS AND APOLOGIES

1. The Chair opened the meeting by welcoming everyone to the two hundred and eighteenth meeting of the Board of NatureScot, particularly Stuart MacQuarrie, who was attending his first Board meeting as Deputy Director of Nature and Climate. He updated that Board members coming to the end of their current term of office would receive letters regarding reappointment in the coming days. It was expected that recruitment for a permanent Chief Executive would begin towards the end of March.

2. Apologies were noted from Colin MacPhail and Jane Macdonald. 

AGENDA ITEM 2:  DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

3. There were no declarations made. Some points of detail on declarations made at the meeting held on 12 February 2025 were made and these were noted for updating the minute of that meeting by the Executive Office.

AGENDA ITEM 3: MINUTES AND ACTION POINTS

4. Board members were content to approve the minutes of the Board of NatureScot Meeting on the 12 February 2025 subject to minor amendments.

Action Points 

5.	The actions points were reviewed:

	Action Point 04/215 – (A timeline showing key stages of the process for the development of the Corporate Plan 2026/30 to be provided to Board members which indicates anticipated engagement with Scottish Government) Members agreed that this work was being progressed, and therefore this action point is discharged. 

	Action Point 05/215 (Chair, CE and Robbie Kernahan to discuss opportunities for the Board to have greater oversight/ownership of the species licensing process) It was agreed that the licencing review on governance would be allowed to conclude before this discussion takes place. The final draft was expected to be published by the end of the current financial year. Ongoing 

	Action Point 02/216 (Information on Landscape Scale work in Angus and Deeside to be Sent to Board Members) This information was circulated on 24 February 2025. Discharged. 

	Action Point 01/217 (Chief Executive and Chair to meet with Scottish Government (SG) to discuss how to progress biodiversity net gain). Members noted that this meeting was set for 26 March. Ongoing. 

	Action Point 02/217 (Board to be provided with core brief on the Natural Environment Bill) Members noted that a core brief is being prepared and will be shared once finalised. Ongoing. 

	Action Point 03/217 (Board sub-group to form to advise on Board involvement on any challenges to content of the Natural Environment Bill) Members heard that the SG Bill team had met with NatureScot staff on 10 March. This action remains ongoing. 

	Action Point 04/217 (Alternative approach to be agreed on proposed condition to Schedule 1 licences) Work on this action is continuing and progressing, with the Chair meeting with interested parties in March. Ongoing. 

	Action Point 05/217 (Chief Executive and Chair to discuss ministerial progress of Section 8 proposal with Minister Fairlie) Members heard that Robbie Kernahan had met with SG officials in early March, and that a decision from Minister Fairlie was imminent. Ongoing. 

	Action Point 06/217 (Update on Avian Influenza to be provided to Board members) This had been provided. It was therefore agreed to discharge this action point. 

AGENDA ITEM 4: MATTERS ARISING

6.	There were no matters arising. 

AGENDA ITEM 5: ITEMS FOR AOB

7.	There were no items for AOB.

ATTENDANCE BY MS GILLIAN MARTIN, ACTING CABINET SECRETARY FOR NET ZERO AND ENERGY

8.	Ms Martin joined the Board for a discussion on NatureScot and government priorities. She considered the following areas:

· The importance of protecting the budget for the Nature Restoration Fund.
· NatureScot’s reporter role in advising and consulting on the proposed new National Park in Galloway.
· NatureScot’s significant achievements including the designation of the Flow Country as a UNESCO site, and the progress made in peatland restoration. 
· The positive impact that multi-year funding could make on improving nature and biodiversity.
· Impact of NatureScot’s work on human health, and community level improvements to nature and biodiversity having the biggest impacts. 
· The link between flood prevention and nature restoration, along with protecting communities.
· Challenges of increasing investment in green economy and managing land use changes in planning for future decades.
· Political risks, including the Scottish elections next year and their potential to influence any changes to SG priority for climate change and nature restoration. 
· The need to robustly defend the value of net zero, not only for human wellbeing, but to protect communities from flooding, wildfire and other nature borne risks.
· Climate change and biodiversity loss continue to be one of the First Minister’s four priorities, and for NatureScot to highlight how the work of the organisation relates to these priorities.
· The importance of the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy and NatureScot’s role in delivering its objectives.
· Continuing budgetary challenges, and the need for NatureScot to consider revenue generation as a method of funding more delivery for nature. 
· Important to learn lessons from forecasted current financial year underspend on peatland restoration.

9.	Chair informed that the Audit and Risk Committee (ARC) would be examining the reasons for the peatland restoration underspend to support the organisation in addressing any lessons learned for future financial years. 

10.	Members asked Ms Martin what the Board could do to support land owners to achieve nature-positive action more quickly, in the context of delays caused by single-year funding. Ms Martin asked that the barriers to achieving action are highlighted to the Director of Environment and Forestry to enable her to investigate them.

Action Point 01/218

11.	Ms Martin continued to say that the new agricultural bill will recognise action taken by land managers to reduce emissions and improve biodiversity. It was recognised action by land managers could be rewarded or incentivised, and the Agriculture Reform Implementation Oversight Board were working to address some issues in this area. It was acknowledged that government investment is needed into the technology needed to support the agriculture bill policy objectives including soil health and food production.
12.	Ms Martin requested that NatureScot keep her updated with success stories which illustrate the importance of addressing climate change and biodiversity loss so that she can use them within government.

Action Point 02/218

13.	The Minister also talked about the relevance of private funding for strategic nature restoration work and for example, recognised that responsibility for discussion with the banks on this issue rests in her portfolio. 

14.	Members highlighted the need for action to develop clear biodiversity metrics for Scotland as this would be integral to supporting land managers in improving nature.

15.	The Chair thanked Ms Martin for attending the meeting and noted that he looked forward to working with her over the forthcoming period.

AGENDA ITEM 6 – CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REPORT (OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE)

16.	Board members noted the contents of the Chief Executive’s report, in particular the following key themes:

· Senior Leadership Team transition and backfill arrangements.
· Maintaining progress on delivery on full spend for 2024/25 and on a Business Plan for 2025/26.
· Recent developments in the Natural Environment Bill
· The First Minister’s speech on climate change.
· The Scottish Government’s summit on Public Sector Reform.
· Approval of the SG budget for 2025/26.
· Reverberations from USA on the value of science and demoting of action on climate change and nature.
· A variety of meetings with key stakeholders. 

17.	The Chief Executive updated the Board that Marie Hernandez was successful at interview for the post of Deputy Director for Business Services and Transformation and would be starting that role on 21 April 2025.

18.	While good progress is being made in achieving full spend for the financial year 2024/25, there was a forecast underspend on peatland restoration due to the limited capacity of contractors. An internal error and miscommunication meant that the Cabinet Secretary had not become aware of this as it occurred. Lessons learned were being put into place including looking at what can be changed within the peatland sector to ensure a more balanced outturn at the end of future financial years. Advice from the Audit and Risk Committee was welcomed as part of the lessons learned. 

Post meeting note: an exceptional ARC meeting has been arranged for 15 April 2025 with key audit, finance and peatland staff to discuss future challenges to peatland restoration.

19.	The Chief Executive also highlighted the challenges in ensuring that demand is met for processing onshore wind applications for the next financial year. Lastly, he noted the recent news that the UK Government are proposing giving Natural England regulatory authority to compulsorily purchase green space to benefit nature. It was not known whether this would influence the regulatory powers of NatureScot in due course.

Member of the public joined the meeting. 

AGENDA ITEM 7: EQUALITY AND MAINSTREAMING REPORT 2025

20.	This agenda item provided the Board with the report for the period 2023-25 and is required by the Equality Act 2010 in order for NatureScot to comply with the Public Sector Equality Duty. On approval from the Board, the report will be published on 30 April 2025.

21.	The Board were asked to:

· Approve the report for external publication.
· Note the changes to the current equality outcomes and actions.

22.	The Board were content with the updates in presentation to the report, which had been reformatted to be more inclusive. They welcomed the accessible language used, and the need for stretched targets. 

23.	Pete Higgins offered to provide input to the report based on his work with JNCC, which was welcomed by Marie Hernandez.

Action Point 03/218

24.	Members acknowledged the variety of staff networks available and were encouraged to engage with them in future if possible. 

25.	The Board approved the report for external publication and noted the changes to the current equality outcomes and actions. 
AGENDA ITEM 8: 2025/26 BUSINESS PLAN – FINAL SIGN OFF

26.	 Stuart MacQuarrie presented the final Business Plan draft 2025/26 to the Board for approval. He updated that the 4 areas of focus for NatureScot had been emphasised in this version, expressing where NatureScot’s efforts will be focused during 2025/26. SG had been given the opportunity to contribute to the plan. 

27.	Members were asked to:

· [bookmark: _Hlk193798872]Agree to the final draft of the 2025-26 Business Plan.
· Note that actionable comments from the last Board meeting at Annex 2 have been acknowledged and incorporated as appropriate.

28.	During discussion, the Board made the following key points:

· If additional resources are needed in order to deliver on the contents of the Business Plan for 2025/26, details should be presented to the Board.
· SLT should investigate whether the forecasted underspend on peatland restoration this financial year can be carried across to 2025/26.

Action Point 04/218

29.	Claudia Rowse informed members that while mindful of the forecasted underspend on peatland restoration, the achieved target of 12,000 hectares represents a 50% increase in output for 2024/25, despite winter conditions resulting in a total of 250 days lost, and the resource budget unchanged. Some contractors work is slipping into the next financial year, leaving a slightly stronger position on next years spend. The Board will be given regular updates on confidence of a more balanced financial situation on peatland restoration for the next financial year. 

30.	Members were concerned about the forecasted underspend on peatland restoration, however acknowledged the earlier point that the ARC will be meeting to discuss the future challenges in the near future. Claudia informed that a deep dive into contractor capacity had already taken place, which showed that slippage had improved from 50% in 2023/24 to 30% in 2024/25. The tender process had been adhered to, ensuring that the lowest and best value for money contractors were employed, with capacity taken into consideration. 

31.	The Board were content to agree to the final draft of the 2025-26 Business Plan.


Information Papers

FORWARD PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS

32.	The Board Forward Programme of Business was presented to members. Members had no further updates to make to the programme.

NATURESCOT BOARD MEMBER ENGAGEMENT (OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE)

33.	This paper gave a short summary of Board members’ internal and external engagements with NatureScot related work since the last Board meeting. It was noted that it would be helpful to include forward engagements in this report so that any briefing needs and opportunities could be identified. 

AOB

34.	Nikki Yoxall declared that she would update her Register of Interests to include that she is now in a business partnership with the Chair of Scottish Land and Estates, Dee Ward, operating from Rottal Estate, to deliver land and livestock management across the estate.

Action Point 05/218

35.	Robbie Kernahan advised that he would circulate an update on muirburn licencing to members by way of addressing members concern on recent wildfires.

Action Point 06/218

36.	Chair acknowledged that this was the last Board meeting to be attended by Graham Boyle, Chief of Staff, before his retirement. On behalf of the Board, he thanked Graham for his work at NatureScot which spanned the last 15 years and wished him well for the future.

Date of Next Meeting

37.	The next meeting of the Board of NatureScot is scheduled to take place on 15 May 2025, after site visits on the Isle of Mull.

38.	The Chair thanked all those in attendance. The meeting was closed. 

END
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