


SEVENTIETH MEETING OF THE SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE HELD ON FRIDAY 10th OCTOBER 2025
AT: online

OPEN SESSION
MINUTES

Present
Professor Peter Higgins (Chair)
Kathy Dale
Dr Janet Fisher
Professor Xavier Lambin
Professor Jane Reid
Professor Marian Scott
Dr Carol Sparling

Apologies: Stuart MacQuarrie, Paul Robertson, Professor Mat Williams (Scottish Government), Eann Munro (Scottish Government)

In attendance
Professor Jaboury Ghazoul (VC)
David Maclennan
Clive Mitchell
Ben James
Alex Mackay
Stan Whitaker (item 5)
Erin Garner (SAC Secretariat)

ITEM 1. Welcome, apologies for absence and declarations of interest
The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting, in particular new Committee members Dr Janet Fisher, Professor Xavier Lambin and Dr Carol Sparling and new Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change David Maclennan to their first formal meeting of the Committee.
The Chair noted that the Committee held its first ever joint meeting with its counterparts in Natural England in early September, and that members would be invited to reflect on the day.
There were no declarations of interest and apologies were received from Stuart MacQuarrie, Paul Robertson, Professor Mat Williams (Scottish Government) and Eann Munro (Scottish Government).
ITEM 2. Minutes, action points and matters arising from the meeting held on 25 March 2025
There were no changes needed to the minute of the last meeting and these were approved as an accurate reflection of the meeting.
With two exceptions, all action points were discharged. The Committee agreed to discharge the outstanding action from October 2024 (AP15/24) regarding One Health and noted that this may be considered further by the NatureScot Board. The Committee decided to retain the outstanding action from March 2025 (AP01/25) and Clive Mitchell agreed to confirm whether delivering healthy ecosystems needs to be considered by JNCC at a future meeting.
AP08/25 Ben James and Pete Higgins to arrange a discussion on fish farming, including Carol Sparling and Mark Inall if possible.
There were no other matters arising.
ITEM 3. Oral update on NatureScot Board business
The Chair provided a verbal update on relevant NatureScot Board business.
The Board discussed a wide variety of topics at its October meeting, and continues to engage with the development of NatureScot’s new corporate plan.
The Chair highlighted that the Board approved an application for National Trust for Scotland’s landholding at Torridon to be recognised as a National Nature Reserve. This will be the first designation for a number of years and the Committee may be asked to contribute to any refresh of the criteria or process.
The Committee was reminded that Board members are invited to SAC meetings as standard to support engagement with the Committee.
ITEM 4. Horizon scan: Corporate Plan and Strategic Research Programme
Clive Mitchell introduced the paper, which was themed around NatureScot’s new Corporate Plan and the Scottish Government’s Strategic Research Programme, both of which are in development.
The Committee was invited to:
· discuss the role of evidence to support the delivery of the Corporate Plan
· highlight any obvious gaps in the proposed Scottish Government Strategic Research Programme (2027-2032).
The Committee discussed the following:
· Desired shift to focus on underlying causes rather than outcomes, noting the methodological challenges in doing so and its link to preventative spend.
· Future of living labs and their links to the Strategic Research Programme, and to existing landscape observatories and learning centres.
· Option to give nature a seat at Board meetings to increase visibility.
· That there is a separate marine programme for the Strategic Research Programme, and suggested that living labs focussed on river restoration or marine elements (eg offshore wind) would be beneficial.
· Source to sea as a potential Area of Research Interest, noting the existing focus on freshwater.
· Value of communicating the value of improving biodiversity as an aim itself (eg ‘nature for nature’), in addition to as a benefit for humans.
· Potential for future Centres of Excellence on water and agriculture.
· Need for a focus on rural and island communities when developing marine work (eg justice, equity) given their dependence on the marine environment.
· Desire for a sense check on progress towards existing high level targets, and interest in how this will be measured and evaluated.
· Interest in learning more about the parallel work in the marine environment.
· Suggestion to strengthen the focus on people and social sciences, and to consider whether managing mis- or disinformation should feature.
· Wide range of Areas of Research Interest presented, which vary from a strong economic to strong environmental focus.
· Current omission of how research and knowledge is operationalised in the delivery of nature conservation.
· Establishment of a 4 nations group to explore transformational change following the joint meeting with Natural England’s SAC in September.
· Importance of prioritisation and framing, given not all Areas of Research Interest will be funded.
· Impact of the new Corporate Plan on SAC business, and agreed to revisit this once the new Plan is in place, potentially during a joint meeting with the NatureScot Board.
In conclusion, the Committee welcomed the paper.
ITEM 5. Reviewing evidence on invasive non-native species (INNS) to inform prioritisation and action planning
Stan Whitaker introduced the paper, which sought views on the way that NatureScot uses evidence on non-native species distribution, risks of establishment and spread and negative impacts on ecosystems and biodiversity to prioritise preventative and restorative actions.
The Committee was invited to provide comments on the proposed approach to reviewing evidence on non-native species distribution and impacts and highlight any improvements that could be made to enhance the scientific rigour of the work.
The Committee discussed the following:
· Challenge in identifying robust criteria to determine whether a species is ‘established’ to support the headline indicator for Great Britain (rate of establishing INNS).
· Noted that, compared to Great Britian as a whole, Scotland and the islands are much less invaded across freshwater, marine and terrestrial environments.
· Patchiness in the availability of marine survey data and the appetite to strengthen this.
· Balance of surveillance and rapid response with long-term eradication and management needs to successfully manage INNS.
· Need for true rapid response procedures to be in in place.
· Requirement to identify when, where and whether eradication is realistically feasible and the consistency of resource and funding to support this.
· Difficulty determining which species to control, and to what extent, to maximise impact reduction, and the knowledge gaps that contribute to this difficulty.
· Importance of agreeing priorities at the outset and improving contingency planning for when eradication is not possible.
· Ongoing work, including in academia, to improve forecasting and futureproofing for managing INNS.
· The impact of the changing climate on which species are considered ‘invasive’, as their natural range may change as the environment and/or climate changes.
· Possibility of using economic language to support framing and decision-making (eg maximising return on investment).
· Need to make the economic case for INNS management to catalyse action, including to decide on approaches for economically important INNS (eg Sitka spruce).
· New species are not necessarily problematic and whether characteristics should be identified to determine what ‘invasiveness’ is.
· Importance of consistent, long term effort for achieving full eradication, and of specifying the desired outcome when management begins to inform arguments on cost-effectiveness.
· Education as a cost-effective intervention for preventing incursion or spread of INNS.
In conclusion, the Committee welcomed the paper and offered to contribute to the draft national INNS Plan, if desired.
ITEM 6. Update on sub-groups and other business
Erin Garner introduced the paper, which provided an update on work of the Committee’s sub-groups, business from intersessional meetings and potential areas of interest for the Committee. It also included draft sub-group guidance for the Committee to consider.
The Committee was invited to:
· note the update
· provide feedback on the draft sub-group guidance
· confirm its preferences for a future joint SAC and NatureScot Board meeting.
The Committee discussed the following:
· Ongoing availability of members involved in the muirburn sub-group to provide ad hoc input, although the sub-group has formally closed.
· Expectation that members of the targets and monitoring group will be required to meet again in 2026.
· How NatureScot staff monitor and consider further evidence as it emerges following the publication of a report.
· Welcomed the guidance on sub-group management as the Committee has previously discussed what makes a sub-group successful, and highlighted the importance of a clear ask and management by NatureScot staff.
· Suggestion to include informal requests from the SAC for input in the sub-group guidance for completion.
In conclusion, the Committee noted the update, welcomed the development of sub-group guidance and agreed to proceed with a joint SAC and NatureScot Board meeting in 2026.
AP09/25 Erin Garner to provide information to the Committee via correspondence on how NatureScot staff are monitoring new and emerging evidence regarding muirburn.
ITEM 7. Information and update papers
a) Science and Evidence Leadership Programme update
Alex Mackay presented the paper, which provided an update on the work of the Science and Evidence Leadership Programme (SELP).
The Committee discussed the following:
· Alex’s excellent work in driving forward the SELP programme.
· Noted that the formal programme will be concluding soon and that next steps are to be confirmed, and agreed that this work should continue to be supported.
· Whether it would be beneficial to co-design Master’s projects to improve alignment with existing opportunities at academic institutions, noting that NatureScot works with students to hone their ideas as required.
· Exploring the benefits of supporting colleagues to gain chartered status, and noted an offer from Kathy Dale to support any future work on this.
In conclusion, the Committee noted the update.
b) A review of Herbivore Impact Assessment (HIA) methods for upland open habitats in Scotland
Erin Garner presented the paper, which provided an update on a current project to review the range of Herbivore Impact Assessment (HIA) methods commonly used in Scotland.
The Committee noted the paper and welcomed the progress with this project, highlighting the value of robust data in this area in supporting effective deer management discussions.
c) Final Report of the Deer Sub-Group
Erin Garner presented the paper, which set out the findings of the deer sub-group which was concluded in April 2025.
The Committee noted the report and its thanks to the sub-group’s members for their contributions, particularly to Professor Neil Metcalfe as the sub-group’s chair.
d) Landscape scale restoration update
Erin Garner presented the paper, which provided an update on work to accelerate and scale up landscape scale nature restoration. The Committee last considered an update in October 2024.
The Committee noted the update.
ITEM 8. AOB
There were no items of additional business to consider.

END OF OPEN SESSION
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