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TWO HUNDRED and TWENTy SECOND MEETING OF THE BOARD OF NATURESCOT 
[bookmark: _Hlk158819829]MS TEAMS
CONFIRMED MINUTES – 08 OCTOBER 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
Heather Reid	Member

IN ATTENDANCE
Nick Halfhide			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		Governance Support Manager (minutes)
Name redacted		Head of Protected Areas, Innovation and Data (item 8)
Name redacted		Head of People and Places (items 9 and 10)
Name redacted		Head of Wildlife Management (item 11)
Name redacted		Corporate Plan Development – Project Manager (item 12)
Name redacted		Net Zero Team Leader (item 13)
Name redacted		Cloud GIS Project Manager (observer)

APOLOGIES
Colin MacPhail	Member
Wayne Powell			Member
Nikki Yoxall			Member
Name redacted		Chief of Staff

AGENDA ITEM 1:  OPENING REMARKS AND APOLOGIES

1. The Chair opened the meeting by welcoming everyone to the two hundred and twenty second meeting of the Board of NatureScot, acknowledging that this was the first meeting for Nick Halfhide in his confirmed position as Chief Executive. Welcome was also given to [REDACTED], who was present to observe the meeting as part of her development. 

2. The Chair updated on various engagements he had been involved in since the last Board meeting, including the recent Gull Summit which local authorities and others attended to discuss the science and practice of gull licencing. He had also attended the 10th International Beaver Symposium, the Help it Happen awards, and Nature Friendly Farming summit. 

3. Apologies were noted from Colin MacPhail, Wayne Powell, Nikki Yoxall and [REDACTED].

AGENDA ITEM 2:  DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

4. There were the following declarations of interest in addition to those already declared in the Register of Interests:

· Jill Robbie declared that her partner is part of the Sea Eagle Scheme and involved in enhanced shepherding. 
· Heather Reid highlighted that she is now on the Board of Water Industry Commission for Scotland, and that this is already reflected in her Register of Interests. 
· Jaboury Ghazoul declared that he has been invited to give a presentation at the Langholm Estate for Rewilding Britain, on community engagement on landscape governance.

5. The Chair commented that none of these declarations were expected to affect their participation at this meeting. He went on to state that for openness and transparency, the workshop session on wildlife management following the meeting would not consider making the decision requested in the supporting paper. Business requiring a decision by the Board should be an agenda item at a future formal meeting.

AGENDA ITEM 3: MINUTES FROM THE BOARD MEETING ON 27 AUGUST 2025, AND ACTION POINTS

6. Board members were content to approve the minutes of the Board of NatureScot Meeting on the 25 June 2025.
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) The Board workshop on wildlife management was to follow this Board meeting. It was therefore agreed that this action was discharged.

	Action Point 01/217 (Chief Executive and Chair to meet with Scottish Government (SG) to discuss how to progress biodiversity net gain). Members acknowledged a Board session had been arranged to explain the complexities involved in developing the metric, and the differences compared to the DEFRA version. It was therefore agreed that this action could be discharged. 

	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 that they would continue to be through business as usual. Therefore it was agreed that this action could be discharged. 

	Action Point 02/219 (Agree the Role of the SAC in Developing Scenarios for Invasive Non-Native Species) Members noted the Scientific Advisory Committee were considering a paper on this at their meeting at the end of this week, and that a further meeting in December 2025 would also progress this work. It was agreed that this action point remains ongoing.

[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 heard that there were stakeholder projects which were to be used as exemplars of landscape scale change in this area, and that these feature in a paper on Landscape Scale Engagement which will be shared with the Board. . It was therefore agreed that this action point could be discharged. 

	Action Point 04/220 (Develop a process for a reporting framework for the NNR strategic plan 2025-25) Members noted that work was taking place on this action and so agreed that the action is ongoing. 

	Action Point 01/221 (Consider adding oversight of the risks associated with the next Corporate Plan as part of the Audit and Risk Committee’s (ARC) programme of work for 2025/26) This had been discussed with the Head of Internal Audit. It was proposed that the Risk Officer and Planning and Performance Manager integrate this request into the current risk reporting to ARC. It was therefore agreed that this action point was discharged. 

	Action Point 02/221 (Results of the NatureScot Opinion Survey to be sent to Board members) Members heard that a Senior Leadership Team meeting paper will be submitted for their November meeting and will then be forwarded to Board members for their information. It was agreed that this action point remains ongoing. 

	Action Point 03/221 (Produce a draft case for multi-year funding in preparation for sending to the Cabinet Secretary) A case is to be prepared for submission in Q3. It was agreed that this action point remains ongoing.

AGENDA ITEM 4: MATTERS ARISING

7. Stuart MacQuarrie updated that following the discussion on income generation for onshore wind licencing applications at the last Board meeting in October, meetings were taking place later that week with stakeholders and the Scottish Government. It was expected that mechanisms for income generation/recovery in this area would be in place for the start of the next financial year. 

AGENDA ITEM 5: ITEMS FOR AOB

8.	Robbie Kernahan requested AOBs on issues relating to strategic transmission, and separately on muirburn licencing. Jill Robbie requested and AOB on the Board use of NatureScot laptops.

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

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

Action Point 01/222

AGENDA ITEM 7: board committee updates

12.	The Chairs of the Scientific Advisory Committee, the Protected Areas Committee and the Audit and Risk Committee were invited to update the Board on areas of work or issues arising since the last Board meeting. The following updates were received:

Pete Higgins – Chair of Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC)

· The next SAC meeting was due later that week. The Committee had recently met with Natural England to discuss cross-border issues.

David Johnstone – Chair of Protected Areas Committee (PAC)

· The PAC met on 30th September, and discussed delivery of Nature30, the vision for 30x30, Special Protected Areas classifications, RAMSAR policy and designation proposals. 

13.	Members asked for clarification on which decisions the PAC are responsible for. They were informed that the next agenda item on ‘Delivering 30x30’ would respond to that query. 

Ian Gambles – Chair of Audit and Risk Committee (ARC)

14. The Board were updated that the ARC had not met since the last Board meeting. An update was given on the emerging Structural Funds issue, where as part of the Managing Authority closure reporting procedures, a significant draw-back of funds from NatureScot has been identified. Staff were in the process of obtaining the closure reports. The draw-back of funds was not identified by the Managing Authority earlier in the audit process and has an impact on the financial year’s accounts for 2024/25 in creating an overspend of circa £500,000. External auditor Forvis Mazars had been advised of this. 

15. Members queried why this issue had come to light at this stage. They heard that it was due to an intervention rate, which had been queried by NatureScot since 2023. Use of this rate meant that the Managing Authority would reimburse the NatureScot spend on projects, not the whole project cost. Some funds were available to partly address this overspend. A briefing was requested once discussion with the Managing Authority had completed. 

Action Point 02/222

AGENDA ITEM 8: DELIVERING 30x30 – (OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE)

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

AGENDA ITEM 9: DECLARATION OF TORRIDON NATIONAL NATURE RESERVE

23.	This paper set out the background to, and case for, declaring a new National Nature Reserve (NNR) in Torridon, Wester Ross. The proposal had been submitted for the National Trust for Scotland and was supported by the NNR Partnership. The Board were asked to endorse:

· the proposal to declare a new NNR in Torridon.
· the proposal to work with the Partnership to refresh NatureScot’s NNR criteria work.

24.	Members heard that this proposal had been considered by the Protected Areas Committee, who were in favour. 

25.	During discussion, the following key points were made:

· As the proposed site is next to an existing NNR managed by the National Trust for Scotland, NTS whether there was merit in merging the sites. It was stated that the sites would likely remain separate at present. 
· The minimal extension proposed to the site managed by NTS was to provide clearer management for a footpath belonging to NTS which had over time made its way onto the Beinn Eighe NNR, managed by NatureScot. 
· The potential to realise a larger landscape scale partnership with NTS and the Wester Ross UNESCO Biosphere.
· The opportunity to align management plans for both sites.
· NNRs should count towards 30x30, however, the best way of achieving this is being worked on across the three NNRs which have more than 75% of land undesignated at present.

26.	The Board agreed that Torridon should be designated a National Nature Reserve as depicted on the map at appendix 1 of the paper, with the appropriate internal/external communications. They requested that the boundary issues, namely management and inclusion between the two NNRs should be explored, with a view to future rationalisation. 

Action Point 05/222

27.	Members were supportive of the suggestion to refresh the NNR criteria alongside the NNR Partnership, particularly in light of how NNRs may be viewed towards targets for 30x30.

[bookmark: _Hlk207275103]AGENDA ITEM 10: PROMOTING AND MANAGING ACCESS RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES IN 2025 – CELBRATION AND CHALLENGE

28.	This paper provided the Board with updates on the work to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC), the results of recent public surveys on the code, and access matters during 2025. Board members were 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.
· 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.

29.	The Board heard of the ongoing issues with access rights and management, and cases of the Code being broken by members of the public. The Scottish Government had been approached with a request to review the Code, but they have no current plans to do this. 

30.	Members discussed the importance of rangers on the ground in ensuring that the SOAC is followed. It was suggested that these roles could, in future, be funded through a visitor levy. Members heard that both local and national access forums would be discussing this issue. It was also commented on that schools could play a bigger role in educating children about the Code and the importance of responsible behaviour to support nature, while acknowledging that land managers also had responsibility for ensuring the Code is followed.

31.	The Board agreed that they had addressed the recommendations of the paper.

AGENDA ITEM 11: SPECIES LICENCING REVIEW – REPORT AND ADVICE TO MINISTERS (OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE)

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

AGENDA ITEM 12: CORPORATE PLAN – EARLY DRAFTING (OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE)

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

AGENDA ITEM 13: NET ZERO PLAN 2026-2030 (OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE)

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

David Johnstone left the meeting as scheduled at this point.

Information Papers

FORWARD PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS

44.	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

46.	Robbie Kernahan updated the Board that Ministers had taken the recent decision not to sign the statutory instrument on muirburn licencing. Consideration of signing has been deferred until spring 2026 due in part to ongoing representations regarding the lack of country-wide approach to wildfires. Some proposed amendments to the Natural Environment Bill had been suggested by Scottish Land and Estates and others regarding the peatlands and wildfire issues. 

47.	Robbie then updated the Board on powerline casework, specifically on accelerated strategic transmission timelines and the impact on resourcing to respond to this complex and contentious casework. Objections had been put forward regarding the potential impact on issues of international importance including impacts on the World Heritage Site ‘The Flow Country’, Caithness and Sutherland’s SAC and peatlands, and an SPA involving capercaillie. Colleagues continue to work with Scottish and Southern Electricity Networks on our emerging position and how we deal with issues relating to compensation.

48.	Jill Robbie had requested an AOB regarding the use of NatureScot laptops by Board members. While the cyber-security risks were acknowledged, there were questions over whether corporate laptops could be used abroad, as well as why calendar requests should not be forwarded to other devices. Members were advised that there was a process available to register the use of laptops abroad, which the Executive Office could advise on. A user guide for Board members was being developed on NatureScot laptops, along with an offer of 1-1 support, and this will be followed up with IS team.

Date of Next Meeting

49.	The next meeting of the Board of NatureScot is scheduled to take place online on 26 November 2025.

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

END
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