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TWO HUNDRED and NINETEENTH MEETING OF THE BOARD OF NATURESCOT 
[bookmark: _Hlk158819829]THE ROYAL HOTEL, OBAN
CONFIRMED MINUTES – 15 MAY 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
Colin MacPhail	Member
Wayne Powell	Member
Heather Reid	Member
Nikki Yoxall			Member

IN ATTENDANCE
Robbie Kernahan		Director of Green Economy
Jane Macdonald 		Director of Business Services & Transformation
Eileen Stuart			Director of Nature and Climate Change
Marie Hernandez		Deputy Director of Business Services & Transformation
Stuart MacQuarrie		Deputy Director of Nature and Climate 
Claudia Rowse			Deputy Director of Green Economy
Jason Ormiston 		Head of External Affairs
James Loney 			Board Apprentice (observer)
Sandy Middleton		Chief of Staff
Sara Lewis			Governance Support Manager (minutes)
John Donnelly			Head of Finance, Planning & Performance (item 9)
Stan Whitaker			Wildlife Management Manager (item 10)
Ben Ross			Head of Protected Areas, Innovation and Data (item 11)

EXTERNAL

APOLOGIES
Nick Halfhide			Interim Chief Executive 



AGENDA ITEM 1:  OPENING REMARKS AND APOLOGIES

1. The Chair opened the meeting by welcoming everyone to the two hundred and nineteenth meeting of the Board of NatureScot, particularly Marie Hernandez, who was attending her first Board meeting as Deputy Director of Business Services and Transformation. He recognised that currently there were a significant number of high profile issues which NatureScot were engaged in, some with political pressures. Thanks were given to staff for their continuing work in these areas.

2. The Chair continued by informing that recruitment was now underway for a permanent Chief Executive, with interviews taking place in June. He noted that there was continuing commitment from the Scottish Government (SG) in funding the Nature Restoration Fund, that NatureScot continue to deliver on peatland restoration, and advice to SG as Reporter and Natural Heritage Advisor on the proposed National Park in Galloway had been submitted by the deadline. He advised that a Board session should consider the process as well as any lessons learned at the June Board meeting. It was confirmed that the decision on a National Park now rests with SG, and that Chair was due to meet with the Cabinet Secretary the next day.

3. Apologies were noted from Nick Halfhide. 

AGENDA ITEM 2:  DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

4. There were no declarations made. 

AGENDA ITEM 3: MINUTES FROM MEETING ON 13 MARCH 2025

5. Board members were content to approve the minutes of the Board of NatureScot Meeting on the 13 March 2025 subject to minor amendments. 

AGENDA ITEM 4: MINUTES FROM EXCEPTIONAL BOARD MEETING ON 02 MAY 2025

6. Members were content to approve the minutes of the Exceptional Meeting of the Board of NatureScot which took place on 02 May 2025, subject to minor amendments.

Action Points 

7.	The actions points were reviewed:

	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 confirmed that this would be an agenda item for the Board meeting on 25 June. It was therefore agreed that this action was Ongoing.

	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) Robbie Kernahan agreed to circulate an update, and the Board requested that a session on ‘investment through planning’ is arranged. 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 NatureScot staff had given evidence to Parliament on the Bill. It was therefore agreed to discharge this action point. 

	Action Point 04/217 (Alternative approach to be agreed on proposed condition to Schedule 1 licences) The revised condition is now in place. It was agreed that any complaints will be dealt with as they arise, and that this action point could be discharged. 

	Action Point 05/217 (Chief Executive and Chair to discuss ministerial progress of Section 8 proposal for Loch Choire Estate with Minister Fairlie) Members heard that Minister Fairlie had agreed the Section 8 proposal, and that no appeal had been received. The work will now go ahead, and it was agreed to discharge this action point. 

	Action Point 01/218 (Provide Minister Martin with NatureScot success stories which illustrate the importance of addressing climate change and biodiversity loss) The Board were updated that this messaging is being developed by the Natural Capital team and the People and Places team. This action point remains ongoing. 

Action Point 02/218 (Liaise with JNCC on Equality, Diversity and Inclusion to discuss best practice) Liaison has taken place, and connections made. It was therefore agreed that this action point could be discharged.

Action Point 03/218 (Executive Office to follow up with Nikki Yoxall on new Register of Interest entry re Rottal Estate) A new Register of Interest entry for Nikki Yoxall has been entered. It was therefore agreed to discharge this action point. 

Action Point 04/218 (Circulate update on muirburn licencing to Board members) Information had been sent to Board members. It was therefore agreed that this action point would be discharged. 
AGENDA ITEM 5: MATTERS ARISING

8. Ian Gambles, as Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee (ARC) gave an overview of the Committee meeting which took place on 01 May. The following was noted: 

· An additional meeting had been held on 15 April to discuss how they might best support the financial management and delivery of the Peatland Action programme. 
· A Board discussion on multi-year funding was recommended for the autumn. 
· Oversight by SG on recruitment was discussed.
· Contentious casework update was considered.
· Internal and external audit reports were discussed, a number of internal reports with a limited assurance. The limited assurances did not add up to a specific risk or control failure but would be reflected in the Annual Report. 
· Committee considered a deep dive into Marine Protected Areas and suggested that this could also be a Board agenda item. 

9.	Members asked whether it was possible for the recent issues in peatland financial management to occur in the future. Ian stated that the Committee were satisfied that actions were being taken to mitigate this risk.

10.	The Board suggested that ‘misinformation’ was an area which may be worthy of a future deep dive for ARC.

AGENDA ITEM 6: ITEMS FOR AOB

11.	Robbie Kernahan requested an AOB to discuss the potential sale of Kinloch Castle.

AGENDA ITEM 7 – CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REPORT (OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE)

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

· Senior Leadership Team transition and backfill arrangements.
· Engaging staff and stakeholders.
· Maintaining progress on delivery.
· Publication of the Programme for Government. 

13.	There were no questions on the contents of the report.


AGENDA ITEM 8: WASH-UP DISCUSSION ON SITE VISITS ON ISLE OF MULL (14 MAY 2025)

14.	Members requested further time at the June Board meeting to discuss further after time for reflection. However, the following points were made:

· The challenge now for NatureScot is to develop thinking on how we can best engage with the various stakeholders engaged with on the site visits, and to build on that.
· Importance of understanding place-based activities, and NatureScot’s convening powers.
· Differences in outlook between commercial/investment and other land use sectors.
· Lack of flexibility in forestry grant schemes to not facilitate opportunities for nature restoration.

15.	It was confirmed that an item would be on the June agenda for more discussion.

AGENDA ITEM 9: Q4 PERFORMANCE REPORT AND 2024/25 SUMMARY

16.	 Jane Macdonald introduced this paper for the Board, which presented Q4 progress towards delivery of NatureScot’s corporate priorities as laid out in the Business Plan, A
Nature-Rich Future for All: Year 3, and a brief summary of achievements which took place in 2024/25. She updated that 73% of the objectives in the report were rated ‘green’, with 4 out of the 15 rated ‘amber’. Key areas of deliverable work in 2024/25 included increasing licencing capability, work on 30x30 and peatland restoration. She then invited Directors to provide an overview of the last quarter.

17.	The Board were asked to:

· Note the overall performance of the Corporate Plan objectives (Performance Report).
· Note the performance summary and the selection of some of our key achievements for 2024-25.
· Note the position of the resource and capital budgets (Finance Report).
· Note the performance of the corporate risks (notably the inclusion of two new risks and increased scores against five existing risks). 
· Note the overall performance of the people measures (People Report).

Robbie Kernahan – Director of Green Economy

18.	Robbie provided an update on highlights over Q4 within his directorate:

· A busy quarter including work on grouse licencing, moving to online licencing system, preparation for muirburn and deer related elements of the Natural Environment Bill, and Section 8 proposal.
· Pressures include increasing need for reactive responses to issues with ravens, gulls and other single species which are challenging both locally and politically. Also capacity pressure in the planning environment for facilitating the development of green renewables.
· Peatland restoration targets exceeded, and additional funding confirmed from SG. This does provide additional pressure on resources to restore an extra 12,000 hectares of peatland. 
· Supporting SG in nature finance work, currently slow in securing investment.

19.	Members provided the following comments on Robbie’s update:

· Risk that increased pressure on licencing resources could result in a less robust application of the planning process, and therefore a risk to nature. Members were informed that many licences were moving to online applications, which would lessen the pressure on resources.
· It was noted that NatureScot’s resourcing challenge for nature finance risks insufficient governance, as indicated by internal audit. Members were assured that the existing governance arrangements are sufficient.

Eileen Stuart – Director of Nature and Climate

20.	Eileen provided an update on highlights over Q4 within her directorate:

· Nature Restoration Fund (NRF) success stories.
· Increased funding confirmed in the Programme for Government (NRF).
· Parking charge pilot at some National Nature Reserves shows potential for revenue collection.
· Work on seagrass monitoring and guidance protocols, seabed monitoring, and the complexities involved in offshore wind renewables work.
· Ongoing work on the Natural Environment Bill.
· 20th anniversary of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code included a successful radio campaign.
· Challenges ahead include the demand on staff once SG decide to progress or decline a proposed National Park in Galloway, the scale of complexity on Marine Protection Management Area work with the potential for misinformation being an issue.

21.	Eileen informed members that the Senior Leadership Team were working on options to fund the gap between work that can be achieved, and that which can’t, due to capacity. There was a case to be made for more funding to address the requirements of offshore licencing. 

Jane Macdonald – Director of Business Services and Transformation

22.	Jane provided an update on highlights over Q4 within her directorate:

· Busy quarter with pressure on capacity while recruiting for a new Deputy Director. 
· Significant progress on the transformation programme has been agreed for 2025/26.
· Work has continued to standardise office networks.
· Market testing completed as part of updating the Geographic Information System.
· 1 amber rating on the leadership capability objective. Strategic workforce planning work is now a priority in response.

23.	Members asked if any work was being done to address any single points of failure within NatureScot, particularly in staff knowledge and retention. Jane Macdonald stated that this would be addressed through the Strategic Workforce Planning work which has identified a range of single points of failure regarding staff knowledge.

Jason Ormiston – Head of External Affairs (Communications Team and Executive Office)

24.	Jason provided an update on highlights over Q4 within his directorate:

· Good reach to the public through the media by the Communications Team, there is however reputational risk attached to the high-profile single species issues colleagues are currently engaged with.
· Looking forward, the SG decision to approve/decline a new National Park in Galloway will be a dominant issue. Other engagement and activity with the Royal Highland Show, the Natural Environment Bill, storytelling and awareness for the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy, forthcoming Scottish elections.
· The Nature Restoration Fund, science, and Green Health Week have all provided positive stories to share via the media.

Finance and Risk

25. John Donnelly provided a finance and risk update for Q4. This included the following headlines:

· The financial situation has changed over the last 6 weeks due to end of financial year movement. A balanced spend on resource and capital is expected, with an underspend on indirect capital reduced to £200k. This is due in part to reviewing the accounting treatment for income received for peatland, and it is now being used for general resource indirect capital rather than for peatland specifically. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk203140722]Corporation tax paid was over the expected amount, due to the ongoing issue of having had NatureScot’s charitable status removed some time ago. Discussions are ongoing with HMRC to regain the charitable status, however prudent management of the budgets will be needed for the current financial year. 
· SG Finance team are having increased scrutiny of NatureScot finance through monthly rather than quarterly meetings.
· On risk, members were updated that SLT are now looking at Risk Register entries each month, to review and provide a more dynamic approach to adding/removing entries proactively. The Audit and Risk Committee have a session to consider risk more deeply in June. 
· Two new risks have been identified and added to the Risk Register, Risk 765 (Legal Challenge) and Risk 253 (Peatland Restoration Budget and Target).
· 5 risks had moved from medium to high during Q4 – Risk 645 (Biodiversity), Risk 21 (Budget Management), Risk 755 (Strategic Resource Management), Risk 646 (Weakened Reputation) and Risk 760 (Transitional Arrangements for CEO).

People

26.	Marie Hernandez provided an update on the People report:

· A decrease in near misses and accidents was reported, however a more robust approach to monitoring the completion of investigations will be undertaken to ensure lessons learned are recorded and applied. 
· The recent stress survey tool was completed by 64% of staff. Results highlighted capacity demands on staff, and change management were the lowest scoring areas. 

27.	Chair thanked staff for their work over the last quarter, and financial year, and requested that this is formally communicated to all.

Action Point 01/219

AGENDA ITEM 10: THE SCOTTISH INVASIVE NON-NATIVE SPECIES (INNS) PLAN – DEVELOPING PROPOSALS (OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE)

28.	The Board discussed the proposals for developing the INNS Plan.  The detailed discussion has been redacted as it contains OFFICIAL SENSITIVE information.

31.	The Board were content to approve the recommendations. 

AGENDA ITEM 11: DELIVERY OF 30x30

32.	This paper provided an update on progress with and a forward look to delivery of 30x30 in Scotland. The Board were asked to:

· Confirm the information in this paper provides sufficient clarity and update on approaches to delivery of 30x30.
· Identify actions that the NatureScot Board and Protected Areas Committee can undertake to help support this work.
· Provide any further comments on this work, opportunities or risks.
· The suggestion that it could prove useful for Ben Ross to liaise with European colleagues on Natura Networks.

33.	Due to time constraints at the meeting, it was suggested that a separate session is arranged which will give more time to devote to this priority issue. Members agreed that they were supportive of the work in this area, and recognised the complexities and issues involved. A longer session would also allow the Board to be more aware of the context of the ask of them. It was requested that this session also covers the related elements of high-value nature finance funding, links with Piloting an Outcome Based Approach in Scotland (POBAS), consideration of an alternative name for Other Effective area-based Conservation Measures (OECMs), and wildlife estates managements.

34.	Stuart MacQuarrie asked Board members to send any comments on the contents of this paper to him, which will then inform the next session on this issue, which will also consider increasing the potential for partnership working with Local Authorities. 

Action Point 04/219

Information Papers

FORWARD PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS

35.	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)

36.	This paper gave a short summary of Board members’ internal and external engagements with NatureScot related work since the last Board meeting. 

AOB

37.	Robbie Kernahan highlighted the update he had circulated to the Board regarding the recent RESAS report on Kinloch Castle, which recommended that the castle is taken to market. No comments had been received to date from members, and he asked for a steer on how they would wish to progress.

38.	The Chair requested that a paper is presented to the Board, either through Correspondence or at the June meeting on the options available to consider. 

Action Point 05/219.

Date of Next Meeting

39.	The next meeting of the Board of NatureScot is scheduled to take place online, on 25 June 2025.

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

END
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