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	Which of the current Business or Corporate Plan priorities does this topic drive forward and in what way?:
	The successful operation of Scottish access rights provides a key mechanism for people to connect to, and benefit from, nature. The Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC) is also an important tool for protecting nature and supporting nature recovery. NatureScot has a statutory duty under the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 (s10, (7a and 7b) to publicise and promote understanding of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code; and to keep it under review (s8 and s9).

	Summary:
	This paper provides updates on:
1. The work undertaken to celebrate the 20-year anniversary of public access rights to Scotland’s outdoors and the publication of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code.
2. The results from recent surveys looking at how aware the public are of the Code.
3. Access matters arising during 2025 and the work NatureScot and the National Access Forum are doing to address them.
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· note the work done to raise awareness of the Code and celebrate the 20 year anniversary, and the essential role of partners and the National Access Forum;
· discuss the on-going challenges we face in promoting awareness of the Code effectively and managing access issues to ensure more responsible enjoyment of Scotland’s outdoors; and,
· consider - in the light of the Scottish Government’s position not to review the Code or the access legislation that underpins it - how our essential work on access and enjoyment can be better recognised and strengthened within the emerging priorities for the new corporate plan.
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Purpose
This paper provides an update and an opportunity to discuss aspects of NatureScot’s work in this financial year in fulfilling its statutory duties under Part 1 of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003, including celebrating the 20-year anniversary of public access rights to Scotland’s outdoors and the publication of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC); the results from the NatureScot surveys looking at how aware the public are of the Code; and access matters arising during 2025 and the work NatureScot and the National Access Forum are doing to address them. 
The Board previously considered a paper on SOAC in March 2024.
Update on the 20-year anniversary of public access rights to Scotland’s outdoors and the publication of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code
Spring campaign highlights
Our anniversary news release in February reached nearly 50,000 people through coverage in The National, Inverness Courier, Forres Gazette, Rossshire Journal, and Strathspey Herald. NatureScot staff were interviewed on STV news, Moray Firth Radio, BBC Out of Doors, and BBC Radio Scotland's Sunday Show. Radio advertising reached over a third of Scottish adults. 
We have been using paid for content from influencers and advertising on social media to highlight the anniversary, alongside our summer seasonal Code messages. Social media ads exceeded expectations with double the predicted click-through rate. Strongest influencer performance was 65.6% increase in views, 115% increase in likes, and 66% increase in reach compared to summer 2024. Our platform mix was also successful in reaching diverse audiences from teens to over-65s. Popular influencers like Sean the Sheepman significantly boosted engagement, with comments up 59% from last summer. We did an anniversary-themed episode of the Make Space for Nature podcast with Brendan Paddy from Ramblers Scotland.
Funded projects
In addition to our £70k Code promotional budget, NatureScot ran a small project fund of £20,000 at the start of the year which supported nine organisations to produce a range of communications resources to celebrate the anniversary, raise awareness, and improve understanding of access rights and responsibilities. A second round of funding, £20,000, has just been launched. 
Young Scot, British Horse Society Scotland, Developing Mountain Biking in Scotland, and Clackmannanshire Council all made videos of varying lengths for different channels that highlighted the principles of the Code in relation to specific activities. Aberdeenshire Council and West Lothian Council used their funding to buy materials to engage young people using Code-themed interactive games, while RSPB Abernethy focused on promoting responsible dog walking via their Paws on the Plateau initiative. Aberdeen City Council produced signage for shared use paths, while ScotWays updated and distributed their "Public Access in Scotland: know your rights" leaflet.
Other activity
A brand toolkit has been developed for use by projects and other partners, including anniversary branding. Following on from the creation of the brand toolkit, we will also provide redesigned graphics in formats suitable for sharing on social media and for on-site posters and editable sign templates for land managers, access managers and rangers, focusing on key Code related topics.
We are currently working to refresh the Code website to provide clear navigation paths for the public and land and access managers, and to ensure that the content reflects the current range of outdoor activities and ways that people access the outdoors, while emphasising the continuing relevance of the principles and retaining the essential information from the Code.
We continue to develop and promote our refreshed educational resources for use by teachers and outdoor learning providers working with young people. 
Awareness of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code
Our Scottish People and Nature Survey (SPANS) provides a range of information about recreational behaviours. For example, using its data, we estimate that there were 611 million visits to the outdoors in 2024, with over 40 million visits taken in every month of the year. 94% of the visits involved walking, 27% involved sight-seeing and 23% wildlife watching.
[bookmark: _Hlk208839560]Alongside this data, we have monitored awareness of the Code since 2005 through questions placed on a range of primarily in-person survey vehicles, including the Scottish Nature Omnibus, Scottish Recreation Survey, and Scotland’s People and Nature Survey. Following an interruption in 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic, since 2021 SOAC awareness questions have been delivered by online survey. Fieldwork was undertaken in partnership with YouGov, with questions placed on their online Scottish Omnibus. A representative sample of c.1,000 adults living in Scotland was used in each case, giving an approximate error margin of ±0.61 to ±3.09% (95% confidence intervals). We will be considering changes to the survey in the light of the latest findings and their use.
Key survey findings 2021-2024 (see Appendix A for more detail)
Just over 20% of adults feel they definitely have heard of SOAC, with around another third feeling less confident about having heard of it. Just under half of adults say they have definitely not heard of SOAC. 
People who visit the outdoors are typically more aware of SOAC than non-visitors. Similarly, frequent visitors tend to be more aware than occasional visitors. In 2024, 33% of frequent visitors had definitely heard of SOAC, compared with 18% of infrequent visitors, and 8% of non-visitors. Word of mouth is consistently the most cited source of awareness for SOAC, with organisational membership, social media and Forestry and Land Scotland (FLS) visitor information more important than radio and TV (though no TV adverts have been run since the mid-2010s).
Awareness of access rights in more general terms is higher than SOAC specifically. More than half of adults were confidently aware that in Scotland people have a right of access to most land and inland water when visiting the outdoors as long as they behave responsibly. Only around 10% of outdoor visitors said they were not aware of their access rights.
While the change in survey approach makes direct comparison difficult, the greatest awareness of the Code (circa 60% of all adults) was reached between 2005-2010 when the legislation was new and significant TV advertising was used to promote awareness of it. While lower now (by circa 10-15 percentage points), awareness figures have been largely stable since 2021, although there has been a small reduction in the number of people who had not heard of the Code over the last four years suggesting the need to do more to promote it among this group. Given that more people are aware of their access rights, increased emphasis is also needed on promoting responsible behaviours.
In recent years, we have complemented this trend survey with bespoke research, most notably looking at camping behaviours, and are engaging with relevant UK research programmes looking at reducing wildlife disturbance. We also want to explore awareness and understanding of the Code with under-16s, and consider that a similar survey of landowners and land managers would also be useful.
Access matters arising during 2025 and the work NatureScot and the National Access Forum are doing to address them 
This year we have experienced extensive periods of very warm and dry weather which has provided great opportunities for the public to get outdoors and enjoy a range of activities from picnicking and BBQs to paddle-boarding, biking and wild camping amongst many other things. This fantastic chance to experience Scotland’s natural world has been taken up by large numbers of people most of whom have behaved responsibly, connected with and benefited from nature and contributed to the local economy. Data from SPANS confirms that nature connection was higher amongst those who visited the outdoors more often with the most frequent outdoor visitors significantly more likely to be classified as having the highest levels of nature connection. 
Unfortunately, some popular areas across Scotland have experienced significant visitor pressure at certain times this year with a number of impacts associated with informal camping, parking and open fires or BBQs resulting in noise pollution, littering, damage to environment and property, and occasional acts of aggression and violence. Several of our more popular NNRs have also seen sustained pressure with concerns raised over wildlife disturbance and the enjoyment of nature by other visitors. The national visitor management strategy and operational arrangements put in place post COVID continue to wrestle with the complex challenge of visitor management that these places are facing, with NatureScot leading on co-ordination of the annual Visitor Management Action Plan and national reporting alongside its SOAC responsibilities. 
The drier weather has resulted in extreme fire warnings and some significant wildfire incidents which tend to be associated with visitors (though we are still awaiting confirmation of this as a range of other causes may well have been responsible). In response, NatureScot, with support from the National Access Forum (NAF) and Visitor Management Co-ordination group, have produced updated resources and new guidance to help those managing access, visitors and land and clarify the Code’s clear messaging in respect to fires. 
Commercial outdoor “adventure” events have been noted as causing concerns in some parts of Scotland, particularly where there are sensitivities around land management and wildlife disturbance and the potential for negative impacts and responsible behaviour. The NAF has established a sub-group to advise on updating two linked pieces of guidance on Commercial Access to the Outdoors and Outdoor Events.
The issues this year have led to further requests for reviewing the Code from MSPs, local councils and communities, especially from Perthshire. While we fully understand and share the concerns about negative visitor behaviours, we still do not, on balance, consider that a review of the Code, at this point, would be the best way to tackle the issues being raised which are often more complex and require a fully planned and resourced local approach to address them. The basic framework and key principles of the Code remain sound. A modified or new Code would require Ministerial approval followed by approval by the Scottish Parliament and then a sustained period of promotion. In response to a Parliamentary Queston, the Scottish Government has confirmed that it has, “no current plans to change the fine balance of rights and responsibilities in relation to access which was agreed by the Parliament and is set out in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code. Instead, the expectation is that NatureScot will work with the National Access Forum (NAF) to address access issues that do arise though providing new guidance, resources and advice.” This is a significant ask that will require sustained and additional effort from us.

Conclusion
While we have no current plans to undertake a full review of the Code, or to seek any modification to the legislation that underpins it, we are refocusing our efforts instead on a range of practical measures including developing and improving our SOAC media campaigns: the information and advice on the SOAC website, supporting guidance and resources for access/land managers (including signage templates) and the development and promotion of Code educational resources for teachers and outdoor learning providers working with young people. We are also considering a range of visitor management measures at our most popular NNRs. 
We recognise that more targeted action and resourcing for a range of measures – such as the positive provision and management of recreational infrastructure, the more effective use of signage, increasing ranger and police presence, and - if required - establishing byelaws and other local controls – is now needed for local access authorities to be able to address some of the issues facing these hotspot areas (mirroring the range of action already in place in both National Parks). In parts of Scotland, a refresh of local access forums is also needed to bring stakeholders together locally to discuss and agree the action required. Given our national remit for conservation as well for enjoyment and access, we can expect further calls for NatureScot to contribute more to resolving these issues too.
Board members are asked to:
· note the work done to raise awareness of the Code and celebrate the 20 year anniversary, and the essential role of partners and the National Access Forum;
· discuss the on-going challenges we face in promoting awareness of the Code effectively and managing access issues to ensure more responsible enjoyment of Scotland’s outdoors; and,
· consider - in the light of the Scottish Government’s position not to review the Code or the access legislation that underpins it - how our essential work on access and enjoyment can be better recognised and strengthened within the emerging priorities for the new corporate plan.

Appendix A – Key findings from SOAC monitoring surveys
Figure 1 – SOAC awareness 2005-2024. Data between 2005 and 2019 is drawn from various surveys carrying the SOAC awareness questions and combines ‘Yes, definitely’ and ‘Yes, I think so’. 

Figure 2 Awareness of access rights among adults in Scotland, 2021-2024
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Table 1 Where have you heard of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code? 
	Response
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	 Word of mouth
	20%
	25%
	26%
	25%

	 Nature or conservation organisation/charity
	18%
	18%
	19%
	18%

	 Social media
	12%
	14%
	16%
	17%

	 Scottish Forestry/Forestry and Land Scotland
	16%
	12%
	13%
	16%

	 VisitScotland iCentre/tourist information office
	13%
	11%
	12%
	15%

	 TV advert
	9%
	12%
	13%
	13%

	 News item/article in newspaper or magazine
	11%
	13%
	10%
	13%

	 Outdoor recreation club or organisation
	11%
	8%
	8%
	13%

	 News item on TV or radio
	9%
	10%
	12%
	11%

	 Advertising on a billboard/other public place
	6%
	8%
	9%
	11%

	 Other information office in a countryside setting
	10%
	7%
	8%
	10%

	 Advert on a website [added 2024]
	-
	-
	-
	9%

	 A ranger/ranger service info
	9%
	8%
	9%
	9%

	 Promotional material
	11%
	8%
	8%
	9%

	 Local Authority
	11%
	9%
	8%
	8%

	 outdooraccess-scotland.scot website
	10%
	7%
	5%
	8%

	 Radio advert
	5%
	4%
	6%
	6%

	 School [added 2022]
	-
	6%
	5%
	6%

	 Accommodation info pack
	4%
	3%
	4%
	6%

	 Local library
	3%
	3%
	3%
	4%

	 Advert in newspaper or magazine
	2%
	4%
	4%
	3%

	 Digital audio advert (e.g. during podcasts/playlists) [added 2024]
	-
	-
	-
	2%

	 Other
	5%
	4%
	4%
	3%

	 Don't know/Can't recall
	28%
	19%
	20%
	18%





Table 2 Description of information or messaging seen in the last six months about outdoor access rights and responsibilities
	Topic
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	 Information about the rules
	19%
	16%
	32%
	15%

	 Keep it clean – leave no litter/vandalism
	26%
	27%
	19%
	12%

	 Responsible camping/fires/BBQs
	13%
	21%
	10%
	10%

	 Mention of source: general signage
	5%
	6%
	2%
	9%

	 Keep dogs under control/on a leash
	5%
	13%
	14%
	8%

	 Mention of source: other
	9%
	11%
	15%
	8%

	 Behave responsibly/respect outdoors/environment
	18%
	17%
	18%
	7%

	 Respect for livestock/wildlife/other animals
	8%
	14%
	14%
	6%

	 Leave gates as you find them
	7%
	10%
	10%
	6%

	 Mention of source: social media
	6%
	2%
	5%
	5%

	 Follow the rules
	8%
	1%
	5%
	3%

	 Respect for others/users/landowners
	4%
	3%
	2%
	3%

	 Stick to path/routes
	-
	4%
	1%
	1%

	 Safety
	2%
	3%
	-
	1%

	 Mention of source: word of mouth
	3%
	2%
	1%
	-

	 Fitness/exercise/wellbeing
	5%
	-
	-
	-

	 Covid related e.g. stay at home
	12%
	-
	-
	-

	 Other
	14%
	11%
	12%
	20%

	 Unsure/can't remember/no reply
	15%
	9%
	10%
	16%



Have you heard of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code?

Yes, I think so	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024	21	30	30	27	Yes, definitely	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024	19	20	21	22	NET SOAC awareness (ScRS/SPANS/SNO), 2005-2019	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024	43	58	62	62	56	55	47	40	44	42	39	42	42	41	42	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2013	2014	2015	2016	2017	2018	2019	2020	2021	2022	2023	2024	
Percentage




Are you aware that in Scotland people have a right of access to most land and inland water when visiting the outdoors as long as they behave responsible? 

Definitely not	2021	2022	2023	2024	16	14	11	12	Yes, I think so	2021	2022	2023	2024	31	35	35	34	Yes, definitely	2021	2022	2023	2024	53	51	54	54	
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