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SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE

INFORMATION PAPER

Update on sub-groups and other business

Purpose
1. This paper updates the Committee on the work of its sub-groups, business from intersessional meetings and potential areas of interest for the Committee.
Action
2. The Committee is asked to note the update.
Preparation of the paper
3. The paper was written by Erin Garner and is sponsored by Stuart MacQuarrie.
Background
4. Committee sub-groups review areas of work in more detail and provide advice on novel, contentious or complex matters. The sub-groups contain at least two Committee members (one of whom chairs the sub-group), two Expert Panel members, and additional expertise as required. A staff member provides the secretariat. Depending on the Terms of Reference, the sub-groups report to the Board, to the Committee, or to members of the Senior Leadership Team.
5. This paper provides an update on existing sub-groups. Annex A provides a tracker of all current sub-groups.
Key sub-group updates
[bookmark: _Hlk191649886]Targets and monitoring
6. [bookmark: _Hlk175916676][bookmark: _Hlk158113252]A sub-group was set up in September 2023 to support work on: a) devising target topics for the Natural Environment (NE) Bill; and b) advising on the monitoring framework for the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy Delivery Plan.
7. In 2023, the sub-group peer reviewed targets for the Natural Environment Bill which were drafted by the Scottish Government Biodiversity Programme Advisory Group (PAG). This was a major piece of work in an area of great significance for NatureScot.
8. The sub-group last met in April 2024 to review the target indicator recommendations from the PAG.
9. In January 2026, the Natural Environment Bill was passed by the Scottish Parliament and contains overarching targets for nature. The Scottish Government Biodiversity Programme Advisory Group (PAG) has now produced the final details on the remaining targets that were not on the face of the Bill. We have been asked to provide an expert peer review function of these targets. The retiral from the SAC of a member of the sub-group leaves us with a gap for this stage.
[bookmark: _Hlk191650266][bookmark: _Hlk209096745]Freshwater pearl mussels
10. The sub-group was established following the March 2025 SAC meeting and will review the available evidence and make recommendations to inform NatureScot's position on the hierarchy of available conservation measures for freshwater pearl mussels.
11. It has met twice so far: first on 28 July 2025 to discuss the group’s objectives and draft Terms of Reference, and then on 25 November 2025 to agree the detail of the group’s objectives and key questions, and discuss possible areas of focus (eg drivers of decline, ecosystem health approach, current evidence, genetics).
12. The next meeting of the sub-group is 3 March 2026. A verbal update will be provided on outcomes from this meeting as relevant. We expect the work of this sub-group to conclude in summer 2026.
[bookmark: _Hlk209097067]Scottish Biodiversity List
13. The sub-group was established following the March 2025 SAC meeting. Its purpose was to: a) review the proposed criteria and process for selecting the habitats and species, and b) review the habitats and species to be included on the Scottish Biodiversity List, and the supporting report ahead of it being finalised.
14. The sub-group met on 2 June 2025 and advised on criteria for prioritisation and eligibility, use of Klimisch scores for data handling, importance of having knowledge and skills available for implementing action and monitoring of impact. All recommendations of the sub-group were accepted and implemented. We are grateful to the sub-group for their contributions.
15. Our formal advice on the Scottish Biodiversity List was submitted in November 2025, with the revised List published by Scottish Government on 27 November 2025.
16. As the revised List has now been published, we have closed this sub-group.
[bookmark: _Hlk158109667]Additional updates
17. [bookmark: _Hlk209097697][bookmark: _Hlk207989265]The Muirburn sub-group concluded their work in 2023 and prepared a report which was considered by the NatureScot Board. In October 2025, the SAC agreed to stand down this sub-group as no further work was expected. Subsequently, the Minister requested that the sub-group provide an update on their 2023 advice to ascertain whether this was still fit for purpose. The updated advice was provided to the Minister in January 2026 and reaffirmed the original report’s findings.
18. We do not intend to reopen this sub-group, but note that its members remain willing to contribute to further work in this area as needed.
19. The Committee also held a joint meeting with the NatureScot Board on 11 February 2026 to discuss the science and evidence needed to support delivery of NatureScot’s new Corporate Plan. The outcomes of this discussion are being considered as part of developing the SAC’s forward work programme.
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Annex A – Committee sub-group tracker
March 2026

	SAC Sub- group
	Task set
	Membership
	Date set up
	Progress update
	How advice has been used

	Freshwater pearl mussels
	Review available evidence and make recommendations to inform NatureScot's position on the hierarchy of  available conservation measures
	Peter Higgins (Chair), Jane Reid, Kathy Dale, Jaboury Ghazoul, Rob Briers
	Mar 2025
	Met 28 July and 25 November 2025

Next meeting is 3 March 2026
	Advice and recommendations still under development.

	Targets and monitoring
	Support development of targets for NE Bill and monitoring for SBS Delivery plan
	Professor Marian Scott (chair), Ms Kathy Dale, Dr Ruth Mitchell (now left), Professor Jen Smart, Professor Rob Marrs, Dr Penelope Whitehorn
	Sept 2023
	Has not met since April 2024. Intends to meet twice in late March 2026 to review targets.
	Advice has been used to inform development of targets for the Natural Environment Bill, which was passed in January 2026.
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