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SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE

INFORMATION PAPER

Science and Evidence Leadership Programme update

Purpose
1. This paper provides an update on the work of the Science and Evidence Leadership Programme (SELP).
Action
2. The SAC is invited to review the information and provide any feedback.
Preparation
3. The paper was written by Alex Mackay. It is sponsored by Clive Mitchell.
Background
4. NatureScot’s Science and Evidence Leadership Programme (SELP) was set up in 2022 and will end in June 2026. The aims of the programme are to increase the impact and influence of NatureScot’s science and evidence and reinforce our role as trusted adviser to Government and other parties.
Recent progress
5. Since October 2025, the SELP programme has progressed key areas of work including:
a. The planning and running of a third student conference in March 2026 with the University of Stirling. Over 100 students are registered for each day with 20 student talks being presented, along with posters, keynote speakers and a panel session on careers.
b. Continued with monthly science and evidence webinars, with topics such as ‘Invasive Japanese skeleton shrimp at different marinas in Scotland’, ‘Disease threats and conservation’, ‘Can we identify climate change risk to peatland using satellite images?’, ‘Flapper Skate Conservation’ and ‘eDNA sampling reveals no evidence of negative effects of beaver recolonisation on the catchment-scale distribution of migratory fish.’
c. Coordinated 37 student enquiries for Masters projects. Currently nine of our advertised projects have been taken up by students. A further five are in the final stages of discussion. A discussion has been held with the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) about supporting their freshwater Msc. A discussion has also been held with Historic Environment Scotland about how we manage Masters projects and opportunities for collaboration.
d. Mapped existing science and evidence needs across to the five new Corporate Plan outcomes.
e. Started working on how we embed the work of the SELP at the end of the programme.
f. Discharged all three internal audit recommendations, including the final one agreeing a process for identifying key research early on so that an enhanced communications plan can be put in place.
g. Completed a review of how we support PhD studentships and placements, with recommendations to be taken forward in the next few months.
h. Produced guidance for staff on what they should consider when carrying out research that involves people.
6. We have identified priority areas of work for the next period until June 2026, including:
· Complete work with the Data and Library Services team on how we ensure we are capturing data from research we are doing through Masters and PhDs.
· Develop the programme closure report as set out in the Terms of Reference, including semi-structured interviews with Senior Leadership Team members to look at how we support our science and evidence in the future.
· Identify and hand over elements of the programme that need to continue.
· Expand and share guidance for supporting PhD student placements.
· Organise a social science training course with Human Nature.
· Deliver ‘Action’ (second) level of Science and Evidence Learning Offer.
7. Work continues to support and encourage our staff to provide projects suitable for Masters and PhD students. A summary of our activity on Masters, PhDs, research programmes and published papers is available in Annex A.
8. The programme will close in mid-June 2026.

Annex A – Masters, PhD studentship projects, research programmes and published research
Masters
· Nine Masters projects have been taken up by students for 2026. Seven further projects may be taken up as discussions with the students and supervisors are ongoing.
· We have 17 potential projects advertised on our website, including the seven under discussion.
· New projects will be sought from across the organisation in the summer for 2027.
PhDs
· We have 37 active PhD studentships that we are supporting with time and, for some, financial input – where financial input is required, most are legacy CASE studentships. We are partners in three NETGAIN PhD projects, which are currently being recruited:
· A strategic, systems-based approach to the management of land predators in Scotland (Glasgow)
· Finding the middle ground: Balancing deer management, ecological recovery, and traditional land use (Durham)
· Bridging philosophy and ecology: Ethical decision-making in wild salmonid conservation (St. Andrews).
· There has been one new PhD project started since September:
· Performance indicators for MPAs, with a broad perspective covering both social and ecological outcomes.
Research programmes
· We have signed up as partners to the following large research programmes:
· Centre for Net Positive Health and Climate Solutions
· NETGAIN
· ECOWILD
· E5 DTP
· OpenCLIM-Lands
· DiversiTree
· TRACC
· LUNZ Hub
· TRANSECTS
· ACCE+ DLA programme
· NATURESCAPES (Horizon Europe)
· COEVOLVERS (Horizon Europe)
· We are also partners in a number of other bids, with the outcome not yet known.
Published research
· In 2025, staff were involved in 24 published papers (31 in 2024). The titles of those papers not previously referenced in the October update are listed below. The NatureScot author/s are highlighted in bold.
2025 (papers in addition to those featured in the October update)
· Genetic diversity is key to a nature-positive future, David O'Brien, Elana Bader, Jeanette Hall, Sean Hoban, Gernot Segelbacher, Sibelle T. Vilaça, Deborah M. Leigh.
· Creating woodland through natural processes: Current understanding and knowledge gaps in Great Britain. Susannah Fleiss, Vanessa Burton, Bianca Ambrose-Oji, Luke Barley, Kate Beavan, Laura Braunholtz, Richard K. Broughton, Emma Dear, Heather Gilbert, Philippa R. Gullett, William Grayson, Simon Greenhouse, Matt Guy, Jenny Knight, Julia Koricheva, Thomas R. Murphy, Matthew North, Rachel Orchard, Kirsty J. Park, George Porton, Ian Sargent, Cat E. Scott, Dominick V. Spracklen, Clive Steward, Darryl Stubbs, John Sutherland, Richard Thompson, Robin Williams, Elisa Fuentes-Montemayor, Kevin Watts, Marc J. Metzger.
· Asymptomatic infection and antibody prevalence to co-occurring avian influenza viruses vary substantially between sympatric seabird species following H5N1 outbreaks. Fiona Greco, Hannah M. Ravenswater, Francisco Ruiz-Raya, Chiara D’Avino, Mark A. Newell, Josie Hewitt, Erin Taylor, Ella Benninghaus, Francis Daunt, Gidona Goodman, David Steel, Jenny Park, Emma Philip, Saumya S. Thomas, Marek J. Slomka, Marco Falchieri, Scott M. Reid, Joe James, Ashley C. Banyard, Sarah J. Burthe, Emma J. A. Cunningham.
· Using citizen science photographs to identify reproductive events in an oviparous elasmobranch. Rachel Mawer, Jane Dodd, James Thorburn, Neil M. Burns, David M. Bailey.
· Nest-site fidelity of Arctic terns Sterna paradisaea in a managed environment exposed to benign human activity. Chris P. F. Redfern, David Steel.
· Partial Niche Partitioning in Three Sympatric Gull Species Through Foraging Areas and Habitat Selection. Nina J. O'Hanlon, Gary D. Clewley, Daniel T. Johnston, Chris B. Thaxter, Samuel Langlois Lopez, Lucy R. Quinn, Philipp H. Boersch-Supan, Elizabeth A. Masden, Francis Daunt, Jared Wilson, Niall H. K. Burton, Elizabeth M. Humphreys.
· Foraging and thermally induced phenotypic plasticity interact in the most northerly distributed freshwater fish. Colin E. Adams, Colin Bean and Kevin Parsons.
· A marine and salt marsh sediment organic carbon database for European regional seas (EURO-CARBON). Anna Elizabeth Løvgren Graversen, Christian Lønborg,Anna Maria Addamo, Sidsel Gurholt Pedersen, Silvia Chemello, Irene Alejo, Eugenia T. Apostolaki, Maria E. Asplund, William E.N. Austin, Dimitar Berov, Daniela Berto, Mats Björk, Kirsty Black, Nikola Bobchev, Stefano Bonaglia, Gunhild Borgersen, Tjeerd Bouma, Mark J. Costello, Martin Dahl, Elena Diaz-Almela, Panagiotis D. Dimitriou, Carlos M. Duarte, Carmen Leiva Dueñas, Pavlos T. Efthymiadis, Ines Mazarrasa Elosegui, Maria Recio Espinosa, Helena L. Filipsson, Marcos Fontela, Stein Fredriksen, Helene Frigstad, Karine Gagnon, Catalina A. Garcia-Escudero, Michele Giani, Anne Grouhel-Pellouin, Roberta Guerra, Martin Gullström, Hege Gundersen, Kasper Hancke, Claudia Majtényi-Hill, Corallie Hunt, Karina Inostroza, Ioannis Karakassis, Ventzislav Karamfilov, Stefania Klayn, Katarzyna Koziorowska, Karol Kuliński, Paul Lavery, Wytze K. Lenstra, Ana I. Lillebø, Ella Logemann, Paolo Magni, Núria Marbà, Candela Marco-Mendez, Marcio Martins, Miguel Angel Mateo, Briac Monnier, Peter Mueller, Joao M. Neto, Nafsika Papageorgiou, Carlos Eduardo de Rezende, Juan Carlos Farias Pardo, Jose Antonio Juanes De La Peña, Gérard Pergent, Nerea Piñeiro-Juncal, Joanne Preston, ederico Rampazzo, Gloria Reithmaier, Thorsten B.H. Reusch, Sarah Reynolds, Aurora M. Ricart, Rui Santos, Carmen B. de los Santos, Isaac R. Santos, Eduard Serrano, Oscar Serrano, Caroline P. Slomp, Craig Smeaton, Montserrar Soler, Ana I. Sousa, Timo Spiegel, Angela Stevenson, Jonas Thormar, Hilde Cecilie Trannum, Niels A.G.M. van Helmond, Sarah Paradis, Salvatrice Vizzini, Emma A. Ward, Yvonne Y.Y. Yau, Rym Zakhama-Sraieb, Imen Zribi, Olga M. Zygadlowska, Dorte Krause Jensen.
· The opportunities and challenges of developing and implementing local climate adaptation targets. Emma L. Yule, Andrew P. Kythreotis, Rachel harcourt, Candice Howarth, James Porter, Pete Falloon, Amy Waterson, Nicola Golding, Alie Hague, Suraje Dessai, Clive Mitchell.
· Current state of plant conservation translocations across Europe: motivations, challenges and outcomes. Sandrine Godefroid, Sam Lacquaye, Andreas Ensslin, Sarah Dalrymple, Thomas Abeli, Hannah Branwood, Inmaculada Ferrando Pardo, P. Pablo Ferrer Gallego, Elke Zippel, Luísa Gouveia, Carlos Alberto Lobo, Francisco Fernandes, Marion Rasp, Laura Daco, Maxime Séleck, Philippe Frankard, Leonie K. Fischer, Katerina Koutsovoulou, Aline Finger, Orsolya Valkó, Giuseppe Garfi, Branka Španiček, Sarah Bürli, Regula Dickenmann, Johanna Jones, Julien Guyonneau, Guillaume Papuga, Marcello De Vitis, Giuseppe Fenu, Fabienne Van Rossum, Donatella Cogoni, Gail Foster, Margaux Julien, Julien Piqueray, Petr Vít, Véronique Bonnet, Angelino Carta, Patrice Descombes, Maja Lazarević, Norbert Müller, Simone Orsenigo, Sonia Ravera, Mari Sild, Sarah Smyth, Thomas C. Wagner, Tania Walisch, Dalibor Ballian, Vito Emanuele Cambria, Bruno Colas, Lara Dixon, David Draper, Viviane Froidevaux, Konrad Pagitz, Hana Pánková, Tim Pankhurst, Jamie Preston, Patrice Prunier, Sandra Saura-Mas, Karin Sartori, Stephanie A. Socher, Nils Stanik, Anna Wunderli, Tanja Nikowitz & Fiona Jane White.
· Citizen Scientists’ Motivation to Participate in Environmental DNA (eDNA) Surveys: A Case Study on Monitoring Mammals in the UK. Holly A. Broadhurst, Elin E. Smith, Jake M. Jackman, Natalie Singleton, Darren Tansley, Robert Raynor, Naiara Guimarães Sales, Erinma Ochu, Allan D. McDevitt.
· Reconstructing and forecasting the dynamics of an internationally important population of Manx shearwaters. Jason Matthiopoulos, Katherine R Thompson, Lesley Watt, Susan H Obrien, Bob Furness.
· Mainstreaming Habitat Management Objectives in an Ecosystem-Based Approach to Management of Scallop Fisheries. Mairi A. Fenton,Lynda Blackadderb Marine Directorate, Aberdeen, UK,Bryce D. Stewart, David Donnan,Jan G. Hiddink,Michael C. Bell &Michel J. Kaiser.
· Natal philopatry, dispersal and age of first breeding in relation to size and sex of Arctic Terns (Sterna paradisaea). Chris P.F. Redfern, David Steel, Paul G. Morrison.
· The status of breeding Hen Harriers Circus cyaneus in the UK and Isle of Man in 2023. Leah A. Kelly,Irena Tománková,Stephen Downing,Patrick Lindley,Wendy Mattingley,Neil G. Morris,Stephen MurphyORCID Icon,Duncan Orr-Ewing,Ronan Owens,Eimear Rooney,Marc Ruddock,Andrew Stevenson,Mark Thomas &Simon R. Wotton.
· From Water to Land: A Review on the Applications of Environmental DNA and Invertebrate-Derived DNA for Monitoring Terrestrial and Semi-Aquatic Mammals. Holly A. Broadhurst, Naiara Guimarães Sales, Robert Raynor, Claire Howe, Erinma Ochu, Xavier Lambin, Christopher S. Sutherland, Allan D. McDevitt.

2026 
· Forage over fear: Assessing drivers of site use in response to shooting disturbance in a managed goose species. Isla L. Patterson, Stuart Bearhop, Jessica M. Shaw, Geoff M. Hilton & Aimée L. S. McIntosh.
· Remotely sensed monitoring of coastal geomorphology: coupling satellite-derived vegetation edges with other proxy metrics. Freya M.E. Muir, Martin D. Hurst, Larissa A Naylor & Alistair F. Rennie.
· Bivalves at Work: Quantifying Nutrient Removal Services in UK Coastal Waters. Konstancja Woźniacka, Heather Moore, Eunice Pinn, Suzanne B. Bricker, Alhambra M. Cubillo, João G. Ferreira and Matthew Service. Accepted subject to minor revisions.
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