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TWO HUNDRED and TWENTy first MEETING OF THE BOARD OF NATURESCOT 
[bookmark: _Hlk158819829]ROOM 2S, MEADOWBANK HOUSE, EDINBURGH/MS TEAMS
CONFIRMED MINUTES – 27 AUGUST 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
Heather Reid	Member
Nikki Yoxall			Member

IN ATTENDANCE
Nick Halfhide			Interim Chief Executive
Robbie Kernahan		Director of Green Economy
Jane Macdonald 		Director of Business Services & Transformation
Stuart MacQuarrie		Interim Director of Nature and Climate
Marie Hernandez		Deputy Director of Business Services & Transformation
David Maclennan		Interim Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change
Claudia Rowse			Deputy Director of Green Economy
Jason Ormiston 		Head of External Affairs
James Loney 			Board Apprentice (observer)
Name redacted		Chief of Staff
Name redacted		Governance Support Manager (minutes)
Name redacted		Head of Finance, Planning and Performance (items 8 & 9)
Name redacted		Wildlife Management Manager (item 10)
Name redacted 		Planning and Performance Manager (item 8 & 11)
Name redacted		Planning, Performance and Risk Officer (item 11)
Name redacted		Executive Office Support (observer)
Name redacted		Executive Office Support (observer)

APOLOGIES
Wayne Powell			Member
AGENDA ITEM 1:  OPENING REMARKS AND APOLOGIES

1. The Chair opened the meeting by welcoming everyone to the two hundred and twenty first meeting of the Board of NatureScot. A warm welcome was given to David Maclennan as the Interim Deputy Director Nature and Climate Change. Welcome was also given to [REDACTED] and [REDACTED], Executive Office Supports, who were present to observe the meeting. 

2. The Chair updated on various engagements he had been involved in since the last Board meeting, including meetings with the Cabinet Secretary both on a site visit to the Bass Rock to discuss marine issues, and also an additional meeting to discuss the next Corporate Plan, anti-environmentalism and NatureScot’s place in leadership in this area. The meeting also covered business priorities, peatland restoration, alien species, Marine Protected Areas, wildfire and muirburn issues. The forthcoming summits on gulls and capercaillie were highlighted. He concluded that the rest of the financial year was going to continue to be full and demanding.

3. Apologies were noted from Wayne Powell. 

AGENDA ITEM 2:  DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

4. There were no declarations of interest other than those already declared in the Register of Interests.

AGENDA ITEM 3: MINUTES FROM THE BOARD MEETING ON 25 JUNE 2025, AND ACTION POINTS

5. Board members were content to approve the minutes of the Board of NatureScot Meeting on the 25 June 2025 with minor amendments.

Action Points 

6.	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 had been agreed to reschedule the Board workshop in this area for October. 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 acknowledged that the Cabinet Secretary had been contacted regarding the pace required for this area of work, and that she was content with that proposed. Members requested that they take part in a session to understand the complexities of developing the metric, and the differences between this and the DEFRA metric. It was therefore agreed that this action was Ongoing. 

	Action Point 01/218 (Provide Cabinet Secretary Ms Martin with NatureScot success stories which illustrate the importance of addressing climate change and biodiversity loss) Board members acknowledged that success stories had been highlighted, and they asked that this continue even in the briefest form. This action point remains ongoing. 

	Action Point 01/219 (Communication from Chair to Thank Staff for Financial Year 2024/25 Achievements) Members noted that some progress had been made on this, and that this should include thanks for the continuing delivery of staff during the current year. It was agreed that this action point remains ongoing.

	Action Point 02/219 (Agree the Role of the SAC in Developing Scenarios for Invasive Non-Native Species) Members heard that this action point was in progress and is for discussion at the Scientific Advisory Committee meeting in October, as well as at this meeting. It was agreed that this action point remains ongoing.

	Action Point 01/220 (List of Stakeholders engaged with the Corporate Plan 2026/30 to be provided to Board members) This information had been provided. It was agreed to discharge this action point. 

Action Point 02/220 (Letter to be drafted to the Cabinet Secretary highlighting the pace and scale required for Ministerial approval of the next Corporate Plan following the requested timetable for submission to SG in December 2025) This letter has been sent to the Cabinet Secretary. It was therefore agreed to discharge this action point. 

[bookmark: _Hlk207785145]Action Point 03/220 (The Executive to consider the issues discussed on the Isle of Mull around how NatureScot is engaged in supporting nature outcomes in upland farming) Members noted that much of this work will be addressed through their forthcoming paper scheduled for the October meeting on Agricultural Reform and Biodiversity. They did however request that a meeting take place between the Colin MacPhail , Jaboury Ghazoul, Claudia Rowse, and area staff to discuss how collaboration between forestry, access, land management and tourism sectors could be taken forward. It was agreed that this action point remains ongoing.

AGENDA ITEM 4: MATTERS ARISING

7.	There were no matters arising.
AGENDA ITEM 5: ITEMS FOR AOB

8.	Heather Reid requested an AOB to discuss a recent salmon farming application within the Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park. 

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

This item was classified as ‘Official Sensitive’ and as such the discussion has been redacted

AGENDA ITEM 7: Audit and Risk Committee update AND FUTURE BUSINESS

11.	Ian Gambles, Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee (ARC) provided an update on the recent ARC meeting and provided a paper giving details of future areas of business for the Committee. Highlights of the verbal report included:

· Close attention by the Committee being paid to the PeatlandACTION delivery and financial position following underspend in the last financial year. It was requested that the latest report is circulated to the full Board.

Post meeting note – this report has been circulated by the Executive Office.

· Approval of the Annual Report and Accounts draft, with a sooner than anticipated sign-off date by the Chief Executive and external auditor Forvis Mazars.
· Consideration of a deep dive into the legal resilience of the organisation with follow up action to be taken. 
· Change of policy regarding Board member use of corporate IT kit, with a move to all members expected to use it for NatureScot business.

12.	The Board suggested that the Committee could shadow the development of the next Corporate Plan with regard to any associated risks as part of their programme of work. It was agreed that this was an area of work which could be added to the Internal Audit programme for 2025/26, and that the Director of Business Services and Transformation would liaise with the Head of Internal Audit. 

Action Point 01/221

13.	The Chair was supportive of the move to corporate laptops for Board members and acknowledged that this, along with completion of cyber-security training would be further protection for the organisation against cyber-attack risks. 

14.	Ian Gambles was asked whether the Committee had confidence that the PeatlandACTION project would result in full spend by the end of the financial year, which was confirmed, based on the Committee following forward commitment of funds in managing the programme, thereby mitigating any end of year issues. 

AGENDA ITEM 8: Q1 PERFORMANCE REPORT

15.	This agenda item presented Q1 progress towards delivery of corporate priorities as laid out in NatureScot’s Business Plan, A Nature Rich Future for All: Year 4. The paper summarised progress, which included 7 corporate objectives rated as green, with 2 rated as amber. A small underspend was forecast on the Resource budgets with in-year surrenders to be made. Capital and Indirect Capital budgets were stabilising as programmes and awards are finalised, particularly the Nature Restoration Fund. One corporate risk had been de-escalated, the score for 3 risks had decreased, and increased for 1. In the People Report, 4 indicators were green, and 2 at amber. The Board were asked to:

· Note the overall performance of the Corporate Plan objectives (Performance Report), and confirm it is content with the actions proposed to recover amber performance ratings.
· Note the position of the resource and capital budgets (Finance Report).
· Note the performance of the corporate risks in Q1 with 1 risk de-escalated, as well as changes made to 4 risk scores (Risk Report).
· Note the overall performance of the people measures (People Report).

16.	The Board noted these points as requested. The Chief Executive informed of several improvements to the Performance Report, which are designed to focus more on action to be taken as a result of the performance. Each Director was invited to provide an overview of performance in their directorate, and to highlight any areas of concern.

Jane Macdonald – Director of Business Services and Transformation

People Report

· Stable trends showing in the People Report, with 2 objectives rated as amber, and information provided to show the action required to improve these to green. 
· Positive feedback received as a result of the Fixed Term Appointment review, leading to consolidation of resourcing for priority areas of work. 
· Health, Safety and Wellbeing identified an increase in the number of tick related accident reports, and that the Audit and Risk Committee would receive a deep dive to consider possible mitigation.
· Ongoing negotiations on pay remit by the Board sub-group, however, there was the potential for dispute through industrial action. 
· Production of a workplace stress action plan as a result of feedback received through the Workplace Stress Indicator Tool.
· Senior Leadership Team to receive a revised strategic workforce plan for review, which will inform operational workforce planning. 
· Organisational development framework to be refreshed in light of the new Corporate Plan, and the organisation’s response to it.

Finance Report

· A positive first quarter of the financial year. Further funding from Scottish Government (SG) in support of projects has resulted in this year’s budget being £99.944m.
· Additional paybill budget may need to be sought depending on the result of ongoing pay negotiations. 
· The income generation pilot for National Nature Reserve car parking charges has resulted in an increased projection of the organisation’s income but recognised that this is likely to be a seasonal reflection. 
· Updated figures at the end of July show that the expected paybill budget was £45m down from £46m, potentially giving the opportunity to fund the extension of certain posts, or covering any increase in pay following ongoing negotiations. 
· Most funding panels had been completed for PeatlandACTION projects and had been overallocated by 10% to allow for full spend by the end of the financial year.
· Rates relief of £350,000 was confirmed.

17.	Members discussed the need for skills development and support, and the longevity of capital works, appreciating that annualised funding makes future financial liabilities more challenging. The Chief Executive informed that there were some multi-year funded Nature Restoration Fund projects which had been approved, but beyond that it was difficult to anticipate how future funding will work post Scottish parliamentary elections next year.

	Risk

· Two risk discussions had taken place with the Senior Leadership Team since the performance report paper had been written – the following had been identified as emerging risks: the Scottish elections and impacts on organisational delivery as we move close to them, the pay remit, multi-year funding for Nature Restoration Fund projects, and organisational change risks resulting from the new Corporate Plan. 

Directorate of Business Services and Transformation

· Long serving staff entering retirement has been identified as an emerging risk to the knowledge base and resourcing of the organisation. 
· Scottish Single Estates work including consideration of office space in Perth and Inverness has slowed (mentioned in the Chief Executive’s Report). The Board noted that the CE has an appointment to discuss with the Director General – Net Zero. 
· Use of artificial intelligence contractor StormID for workshops on identifying opportunities and risk in this area.
· New steering group for income generation set up, comprising Robbie Kernahan, Stuart MacQuarrie, Jane Macdonald, [REDACTED] (Head of Internal Audit) and [REDACTED]  (Head of Finance, Planning and Performance). Use of fixed term appointee staff has enabled this work to gather pace.

Robbie Kernahan – Director of Green Economy

Directorate of Green Economy

· Heavy demand on the licencing team, particularly regarding gulls and guga.
· Muirburn licencing has been delayed, a meeting with Minister Fairlie has been arranged to discuss.
· 20% increase to PeatlandACTION funding this financial year.
· Positive signals from SG regarding multi-year funding for Nature Restoration Fund projects.
· Challenging timelines for energy generation and transmission casework.
· Amber rating for nature finance – while there has been progress in high-profile areas such as the Facility for Investment Ready Nature in Scotland and Investment Ready Nature Scotland, there is a risk that the finance needed to achieve the required action for nature may not materialise. There are plans for a conference to showcase positive examples of how nature finance can deliver positive outcomes.

18.	The Board discussed reasons for the low use of the Farm Biodiversity App (still in test environment and incompatible with SG computer systems), compared with competitors’ products. Work is ongoing with SG to revise governance arrangements for the system to ensure that they and NatureScot are better aligned and sighted on this work. Members requested that a paper is presented to them at the October 2025 meeting to update on the current situation. This will be added to the current scheduled agenda item on the balance between incentive and regulation in wildlife management.

19.	Members asked about whether the deer cull data provided would culminate in a clear reduction of deer numbers nationally. This was confirmed by Robbie Kernahan and should be seen by collation of deer number returns being interrogated.

Stuart MacQuarrie – Interim Director of Nature and Climate Change

	Directorate of Nature and Climate Change

· Good progress on the majority of Scottish Biodiversity Strategy actions being led by NatureScot, with 15 rated as green. 2 are rated as amber, and we are working with partners on improving progress in those areas.
· Nature30 had launched, which offers an alternative to traditional Protected Areas by recognising areas that deliver positive, sustained, and long-term outcomes for biodiversity, as a result of the land management, regardless of the primary objective of the management. A governance framework is being progressed. 
· Launch of the Seabird Conservation Action Plan.
· Income generation and cost recovery options continue to be investigated.

20.	Discussion ensued on the importance of stakeholder engagement on Nature30 and associated work such as Other Effective Area Based Conservation Measures, and the role that the Protected Areas Committee could provide in terms of governance and assurance. Members heard that management of high-profile nature media stories have impacted on staff time in the Communications team and on the NatureScot brand, which hampers the ability to successfully highlight success stories. The results of the NatureScot Opinion Survey showed that 71% of the public believe that biodiversity loss is a major issue. The Board asked that the results of this survey are sent to them.

Action Point 02/221

AGENDA ITEM 9: MULTI-YEAR FUNDING – RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES

21.	This paper provided an overview of the benefits to long term delivery of multi-year funding over the current annualised arrangements with Scottish Government, particularly where stakeholders and partners take part in the delivery of NatureScot objectives. It highlighted the risks, governance issues and confidence levels on granting future project funding, as well as detailing next steps.

22.	The Board were asked to discuss the questions posed at paragraph 32 and agree the proposed next steps at paragraph 33:

· Continue the conversations with Scottish Government on what opportunities there might be under public service reform to tackle the barrier of annualised funding. 
· Explore opportunities to expand solutions within current parameters e.g. SMEEF as a model.
· Identify the potential changes needed to existing mechanisms, processes etc. 
· Consider whether ARC or a Board ‘Task & Finish’ group could be helpful in supporting the Executive to take this work forward.

23.	During discussion the following key points were made:

· Consideration of how much forward commitment of funding is acceptable.
· The liability on Scottish Government to honour previously committed funding.
· The risk appetite for awarding future funding. The Chief Executive confirmed that a level of comfort is sought from Scottish Government when considering future funding, with particular arrangements for any spend over £100,000 excluding paybill.

24.	The Board were supportive of the principle of multi-year funding and encouraged the Senior Leadership Team to have a moderate to high-risk appetite to enable work to restore nature and improve biodiversity to continue at pace. They stated that forward communications on justification for future funding are made visible in the reporting cycle as part of governance controls. It was requested that a case for multi-year funding was drafted in preparation for sending to the Cabinet Secretary.

Action Point 03/221


[bookmark: _Hlk207275103]AGENDA ITEM 10: INVASIVE NON-NATIVE SPECIES (INNS) UPDATE (OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE)

[bookmark: _Hlk207800069]This item was classified as ‘Official Sensitive’ and as such the discussion has been redacted.

AGENDA ITEM 11: MAJOR RISK THEMES TO 2030

30.	This paper presented the key risk themes identified at an ARC workshop on the 10th June 2025, as well as areas of overlap with existing corporate risks. This horizon scanning exercise with the Board was to inform a wider refresh of the corporate risk register as new risk areas are reviewed and consolidated against existing corporate risks to produce a single, refreshed strategic risk register alongside the publication of a new Corporate Plan.

31.	The Board were asked to:

a) Note existing corporate risks.
b) Agree future risk areas identified by the ARC (paragraph 6 listed a to i).
c) Highlight any significant gaps and consider which of these may be especially significant over next corporate plan cycle.
d) Support a process to review and consolidate future risk areas against existing risks to produce a single, refreshed corporate risk register.  

32.	During discussion, members heard that a more ‘top down’ approach is advocated by the ARC. Members highlighted the following as areas of major risk in the approach to 2030:

· Misinformation.
· Differing perspectives on what ‘good’ looks like in terms of biodiversity and nature recovery.
· The transparency of evidence and how it is used.
· Use of data in a changing climate.

33.	Members were content with the risks identified in the paper and approved the recommendations.

AGENDA ITEM 12: EMERGENCY PROCEDURES AND LONE WORKING

34.	[REDACTED] discussed with the Board the duty of care which the organisation has for members when they are conducting NatureScot business. As part of strengthening existing procedures, members had recently been asked to provide emergency contact details. Members were now asked to inform the Executive Office when they planned to attend an event to represent NatureScot so that risk assessments and briefings can be arranged. 

35.	The corporate lone working procedure was also highlighted, and more information on this will be communicated to members shortly.

Information Papers

FORWARD PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS

36.	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)

This item was classified as ‘Official Sensitive’ and as such the discussion has been redacted

AOB

38.	Heather Reid raised the issue of salmon farming in National Parks, and the balance of development and economy versus nature.

39.	The Chair informed members that Kinloch Castle had been put on the market as agreed by the Board and Ministers. The Board thanked all staff involved in progressing the future of the castle to this point.

Date of Next Meeting

40.	The next meeting of the Board of NatureScot is scheduled to take place online on 08 October 2025.

41.	The Chair thanked all those in attendance, particularly [REDACTED] and [REDACTED]. The meeting was closed. 

END
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