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TWO HUNDRED and TWENTy THIRD MEETING OF THE BOARD OF NATURESCOT 
[bookmark: _Hlk158819829]MS TEAMS
CONFIRMED MINUTES – 26 NOVEMBER 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
Colin MacPhail	Member
Heather Reid	Member
Nikki Yoxall			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		Chief of Staff
Name redacted		Governance Support Manager (minutes)
Name redacted		Head of Finance, Planning and Performance (item 11)
Name redacted		Corporate Plan Development – Project Manager (item 12)
Name redacted		Business Support Accountant (observer)

APOLOGIES
David Johnstone		Member
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 third meeting of the Board of NatureScot, particularly [REDACTED], who was observing as part of her development.

2. The Chair updated on the instigation of regular meetings of the Environment and Forestry Directorate (ENFOR) Chairs with the Director of ENFOR and encouraged members and the Senior Leadership Team to submit any issues for discussion at these meetings to him. Updates are being sent to the Cabinet Secretary which summarise NatureScot work. The Chair had also been involved in various other meetings and summits including those concerning beavers and gulls. He commented on his attendance at the Nature of Scotland Awards, and also on the recent Freedom of Information request for Board and Senior Leadership Team expense claims.

3. Apologies were noted from David Johnstone and Wayne Powell.

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:

· Heather Reid declared that she had been appointed as Trustee and Chair of the Scottish Committee to the National Lottery Heritage Fund which is a remunerated position.
· [bookmark: _Hlk215122966]Nikki Yoxall declared that she had been awarded a Fellowship with the James Hutton Institute, fully funded by NatureScot, to develop the Agriculture, Knowledge and Information System for Scotland. She also declared that she had been awarded a contract, funded by NatureScot, with the Findhorn, Nairn and Lossie Rivers Trust to help renew enhanced grazing in that area. 
· Jill Robbie wished to restate the declaration from the October Board meeting, that her partner is part of the Sea Eagle Scheme and involved in enhanced shepherding. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk215123300]James Harrison declared that he has taken up the position of Advisor to the Protected Areas Foundation. He also declared that he had a contract with the Community of Arran Seabed Trust to deliver consultancy services, which is supported by the Nature Restoration Fund. 

5. The Chair confirmed that none of these declarations were expected to affect their participation at this meeting. 

AGENDA ITEM 3: MINUTES FROM THE BOARD MEETING ON 08 october 2025, AND ACTION POINTS

6. Board members were content to approve the minutes of the Board of NatureScot Meeting on the 08 October 2025.

Action Points 

7.	The actions points were reviewed:

[bookmark: _Hlk207785145]	Action Point 02/219 (Agree the Role of the SAC in Developing Scenarios for Invasive Non-Native Species) Members noted the Scientific Advisory Committee had considered a paper on this at their meeting in October, and that a further meeting in December 2025 would also progress this work. It was 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 would be shared with the Board in Q4 and so agreed that the action is ongoing. 

	Action Point 02/221 (Results of the NatureScot Opinion Survey to be sent to Board members) Members heard that a Senior Leadership Team correspondence paper will be submitted for their comments 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 was submitted in Q3. It was agreed that this action point could be discharged.

	Action Point 01/222 (Consider adding oversight of the risks associated with the next Corporate Plan as part of the ARC’s programme of work for 2025/26) It had been agreed that the Risk Office and Planning and Performance Manager would add this information into the current risk reporting to the Audit and Risk Committee. It was therefore agreed that this action point could be discharged. 

	Action Point 02/222 (Briefing to be sent to the Board on the emerging issue of a Structural Funds draw-back of funds by the Managing Authority) This briefing was being prepared. It was agreed that this action remains ongoing. 

	Action Point 03/222 (Detail on how 30x30 will be achieved through incentives and communication strategy to be presented to the Board) Scheduling of this agenda item is being considered. It was agreed that this action remains ongoing. 

	Action Point 04/222 (Produce diagrams to show Board and Scientific Advisory Committee input into the approval processes for designating sites and review the Terms of Reference of the Committee) The approval process for Nature 30 sites has been delegated to the Protected Areas Committee by the Board and can commence once the formal commission has been received from Ministers. Action on the production of diagrams and review of the Terms of Reference remains ongoing. 

	Action Point 05/222 (Boundary issues between Beinn Eighe National Nature Reserve (NNR) and the Torridon NNR to be resolved prior to future rationalisation) The boundary issues will be addressed as part of the declaration process for Torridon, and the Board will be updated. It was agreed that this action remains ongoing. 

AGENDA ITEM 4: MATTERS ARISING

8. There were no matters arising. 

AGENDA ITEM 5: ITEMS FOR AOB

9. The following items were requested under AOB:

· Pete Higgins asked for an AOB to discuss the issues experienced due to the requirement for Board members to use NatureScot devices for NatureScot business. It was agreed that to [REDACTED] would investigate the issues and liaise with those members experiencing issues, therefore this would not be discussed again under AOB.

Action Point 01/223

· James Harrison requested an AOB to discuss stage 2 of the Natural Environment Bill through the Scottish Parliament, specifically on how the Bill is expected to proceed in light of the amendments proposed. 
· Nikki Yoxall asked that the accessibility of documents be discussed under AOB.




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: ARC Oral Update and Forward Business

12.	The Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee was invited to update the Board on areas of work or issues arising since the last Board meeting and present the Committee’s Forward Programme of Business. He updated that the Committee met on 13 November 2025, and dealt with the following business:

· Recommendation to the Accountable Officer to sign the Annual Report and Accounts prepared by the external auditor.
· An update on progress with peatland restoration which detailed that the target of 12,000 hectares was on track for delivery, for less than budget.
· Their concern over a drop in applications for peatland restoration funding due to a change in the application window, but the acknowledgement that the change positively impacts on applications in future years. 
· Their concern that the impact of a potential ‘flat-cash’ budget settlement for 2026/27 on paybill is not compatible with meeting Corporate Plan priorities. The Senior Leadership Team are working through various budget settlement scenarios.
· Future business included a deep dive into the effectiveness of collaborative working with other public bodies. Members noted the opportunity for this discussion to take place at a future meeting of the Chairs of ENFOR organisations with the Director of ENFOR. This was seen as an important chance for these organisations to gain greater knowledge on the different and competing complex multi-year projects across the ENFOR portfolio.

13.	The Chair of the Board thanked the members of the Audit and Risk Committee (ARC) and related colleagues for the scrutiny and role they provide, which is essential governance on behalf of the Board. He also highlighted feedback from the external auditor which referenced NatureScot’s sound financial management.

10. Members discussed the variation in demand for peatland restoration funding, and how this impacts on the new SG Climate Change Plan to increase the number of restored hectares by 10% per year up to 2040. They were assured that SG are aware of the variation in demand, and that the baseline on which to measure a 10% increase was yet to be determined. Again, the impact of the budget announcement by SG in January 2026 is a potential constraint for funded restoration work. 

11. Members were then presented with the forward programme of ARC business which they were asked to consider, and comment on any element of audit or risk management, financial accountability or other assurance concerns or issues, and any requests for the Committee to provide further scrutiny. It was confirmed that there were no items to add to the programme, or any other assurance concerns or issues. 

AGENDA ITEM 8: ARC ANNUAL REPORT TO THE BOARD 2024/25

12. This annual report was produced, summarising the work undertaken by the Audit and Risk Committee (on behalf of the Board of NatureScot) during 2024/25, and followed the format set out in the Scottish Government Audit and Assurance Handbook published in April 2018. Board members were asked to endorse the work of the Audit and Risk Committee during the period 2024/25 and confirm that it is effective in supporting the Board in upholding its governance responsibilities.

13. Members were content to endorse the work of the ARC and confirmed its effectiveness in supporting the Board in upholding its governance responsibilities. 

AGENDA ITEM 9: PROTECTED AREAS COMMITTEE ORAL UPDATE

[bookmark: _Hlk215038073]18.	The Chair of the Protected Areas Committee had submitted apologies for this meeting, and a written update will be provided to the Board.
Action Point 02/223

AGENDA ITEM 10: SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE ORAL UPDATE

14. The Chair of the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) was invited to update the Board on areas of work or issues arising since the last Board meeting. The following updates were given:

· The last meeting took place on 08 October 2025, and featured a presentation on Invasive Non-Native Species (INNS) work, following a request from the Board for the Committee to review it. This item will return to the Board following more input by the Committee. 
· The SAC received updates on herbivore impact assessments, landscape scale restoration, as well as from the deer sub-group of the Committee.
· Issues concerning the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy Action Plan, and separately, muirburn continue to be discussed. 
· Work was being undertaken on freshwater pearl mussels in relation to licence applications.
· The Committee looked forward to their joint informal session with the Board in February 2026.

15. Lastly, the SAC Chair reminded members that they were invited to observe any meeting of the Committee, which the Chair of the Board was keen to do.

Action Point 03/223

AGENDA ITEM 11: q2 performance report

20.	This agenda item presented progress made towards delivery of corporate priorities as laid out in NatureScot’s Business Plan, A Nature-Rich Future for All’. Members were asked to:

· Agree to the revised format or suggest any further revisions if required.
· Endorse the report as a record of NatureScot’s delivery and progress for Q2.

21. The paper updated that the performance towards eight objectives were rated as green, with one as amber. There was a forecasted overspend on the Resource budget, reflecting that in-year surrenders should be made to address this. The Paybill forecast had been updated following agreement on the 2025-27 pay settlement. Direct Capital was on track; however, an underspend was showing in Indirect Capital with the intention of handing budget back to SG at the Scottish Budget Revision on 10 November. Three Corporate Risks had been deescalated, as well as changes made to five risk scores. In the People Report, five indicators were rated green and two rated as amber.

22. Directors were invited to update the Board with key updates or issues within their directorates.

Jane Macdonald – Director of Business Services and Transformation

23. Jane Macdonald provided the following updates:

· A generally stable position in performance.
· Accident levels had decreased since the seasonal peak.
· Aware of absences due to mental health, benchmarking has shown that levels are comparable with other similar organisations. Action planning as a result of the Workplace Stress Survey was being undertaken at a team and organisation level, and options to manage any stress due to demands on the organisation were being investigated, along with investigating ways of improving change management within the organisation. 
· Considering the impact in the event of a ‘flat-cash’ budget settlement in January 2026.
· Continuing the review of fixed-term appointment posts.
· Considering the potential to use AI for routine tasks to free staff time up for added value work.
· Risks resulting from key postholder resignations and retirements were considered. 

Finance

24. Jane updated that the pay offer for 2025-27 had been accepted by the trade unions and would be processed in the December 2025 pay-run, backdated to April 2025. She updated that the Business Plan for 2026/27 was to be finalised, and the final draft presented to the Board for approval in March 2026. Lastly, Jane reiterated that the Annual Report and Accounts for 2024/25 had been signed by the Accountable Officer and would be laid before parliament before the December recess.

25. [REDACTED] went through the current financial position with members, and highlighted that due to efficiency, £1m of peatland restoration funding had been handed back to SG. He informed that there had been ongoing work to reinstate rates relief to NatureScot, and that an update would be available to the Board in the coming weeks. 

26. Members queried the major slippage on the Nature Restoration Fund and were informed that this was due to some additional late funding granted by SG, which did not give time for projects to be completed in-year, however, it was agreed that £850,000 could be transferred into the Scottish Marine Environmental Enhancement Fund.

Risk

27. Jane Macdonald provided the following key points:

· The Corporate Risk Register had been refreshed following feedback from the ARC and the Board, and the process was now much more forward looking. SLT continue to review the Register monthly. The Register will be aligned with the new Corporate Plan.
· At their November meeting, the SLT discussed the wider public discourse involving anti-nature sentiments and how associated risks could be mitigated.
· SLT actively review risk mitigations and undertake monthly ‘horizon scans’ to identify future risks.

28. [bookmark: _Hlk217309887]Members asked how we mitigate the risk of not achieving 30x30 with the current dip in applications for peatland restoration, and the need for annual restoration targets which are not yet available. David Maclennan explained that there is an internal project Board who are working on mapping the amount of restoration needed to meet the 30x30 target of 1m restored hectares of peatland. This plan would be available by the end of Q4. Members expressed concern that freshwater does not feature in the landscape scale change needed and suggested that this should be reflected in the Corporate Risk Register. Jane agreed to discuss this with Stuart MacQuarrie and David Maclennan. 

Action Point 04/223

29. There was discussion about the Communication Strategy for the launch of the new Corporate Plan, with agreement that the launch was an opportunity to use NatureScot’s convening power to enhance working with partners in particular. The importance of engagement with Members of the Scottish Parliament on the nature and climate emergency and NatureScot’s role in addressing this was highlighted, with confirmation that this is part of the Communication Strategy.

Robbie Kernahan – Director of Green Economy

30. Robbie provided the following updates from Q2:

· Planning casework and energy transmission/generation casework is complex and intensive.
· Solid progress on peatland restoration.
· Lack of pace on progressing agricultural reform – this is the focus of the agri-sub-group of the Board in December.
· Wildlife management – good progress with sea eagles, and deer scheme incentives including £150,000 available for deer related infrastructure in the Lowlands.
· Support by NatureScot to SG in the management of the Natural Environment Bill – a large number of stage 2 amendments, mostly complex.
· Some progress made on Nature Finance, however rated amber for Q2 as markets are not moving as quickly as expected.

31. The Board asked whether Robbie was concerned about the potential for the Natural Environment Bill (NEB) to under-deliver on deer management due to political influence prior to the Scottish Elections. Robbie confirmed that he was confident that intervention provisions for deer will be adequately reflected in the Bill. Members requested an informal briefing once stage 2 of the Bill had completed.

Action Point 05/223

32. There was discussion on SGs reluctance to commit to reductions in livestock to improve wildlife populations. The importance of giving land managers alternative ways of working to achieve this was highlighted, and it was agreed that this should be an agenda item on the next Board agri-sub-group in December. Members were assured that greater guidance will be available as part of the NEB to evidence progress in deer management. 

Stuart MacQuarrie – Interim Director of Nature and Climate

33. Stuart MacQuarrie provided the following updates:

· Work on a process to charge energy companies for licences is ongoing and includes creation of time recording systems and charging mechanisms. 
· SBS Action Plan stocktake undertaken by the Rural and Environment Science and Analytical Services division in SG, which was presented to the SBS Portfolio Board. Of the 136 actions, seventy six showed as green, with the rest rated at amber or red. Work was being undertaken by the Portfolio Board to focus on those areas needing to progress, including agricultural reform. 
· The publication of the consultation on inshore Marine Protected Areas fishing management measures has been delayed until after the Scottish elections. 
· Close work being undertaken alongside the NEB team on amendments to the Bill. 
· The INNS summit takes place in early December, which will increase the reach of this work beyond the usual stakeholders. 

Jane Macdonald – Director of Business Services and Transformation

34. Jane Macdonald provided the following key updates:

· Good progress on all projects within the Transformation Programme. These include successful rollout of Windows 11, an unplanned replacement for the virtual private network, and relocation for the Stirling office.
· Work being done on an AI roadmap.
· Slow pace on the Inverness and Perth office reviews but pace now increasing. 
· Public Service Reform commissions from SG and budget pressures were increasing workloads.

35. Members were content with the revised format of the report and endorsed the report as a record of NatureScot’s delivery and progress for Q2.

AGENDA ITEM 12: CORPORATE PLAN – FINAL DRAFT – official sensitive
[bookmark: _Hlk207275103]
This item was classified as ‘Official Sensitive’ and as such the discussion has been redacted

AGENDA ITEM 13: wildlife management licencing and regulation: decision framework – official sensitive

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

Information Papers

AGENDA ITEM 14: FORWARD PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS

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

AGENDA ITEM 15: NATURESCOT BOARD MEMBER ENGAGEMENT (OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE)

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

45.	James Harrison had requested an AOB on the NEB. He agreed that the proposed informal briefing session for the Board will answer his queries.

46.	Heather Reid updated members that the Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park were about to advertise for positions on their Board and asked them to inform any contacts who may be interested in applying.

Date of Next Meeting

47.	The next meeting of the Board of NatureScot is scheduled to take place at Meadowbank House, Edinburgh on 11 February 2026.

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

END
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