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TWO HUNDRED and TWENTy FOURTH MEETING OF THE BOARD OF NATURESCOT 
CONFIRMED MINUTES – 11 FEBRUARY 2026
[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
Colin MacPhail	Member
Wayne Powell	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 9)
Name redacted		Planning and Performance Manager (items 9 and 10)
Name redacted		Head of Wildlife Management (item 11)

EXTERNAL
Name redacted		Member of the Public (item 9)
Name redacted		Member of the Public (item 9)

APOLOGIES


AGENDA ITEM 1:  OPENING REMARKS AND APOLOGIES

1. The Chair opened the meeting by welcoming everyone to the two hundred and twenty fourth meeting of the Board of NatureScot. 

2. The Chair acknowledged the recent approval by the Minister of the Corporate Plan 2026/30 and commented on the productive staff sessions that had been taking place to embed the plan. He also noted the joint Board/Scientific Advisory Committee session which would take place following this meeting. Further updates included recent Board member appraisals, his recent Food and Drink Roundtable, and that a letter from the Board would be sent to previous colleague Professor Des Thompson to congratulate him on the recent award of an MBE in the New Years’ Honours list. The pre-election period was acknowledged. The Chair recognised that this would be the last Board meeting for Board Apprentice James Loney and invited him to summarise his experience at the end of the meeting.

3. Members were informed that two members of the public had asked to join the meeting for agenda item 9, the Q3 Performance Report.

4. There were no apologies submitted. 

AGENDA ITEM 2:  DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

5. There were no declarations of interest that had not been previously declared.

AGENDA ITEM 3: MINUTES FROM THE BOARD MEETING ON 26 NOVEMBER 2025, AND ACTION POINTS

6. Board members were content to approve the minutes of the Board of NatureScot Meeting on the 26 November 2025, with minor amendments.

Action Points 

7.	The actions points were reviewed:

	Action Point 04/220 (Develop a process for a reporting framework for the NNR strategic plan 2025-25) Members noted that a spotlight report was shared with them as part of the Q3 Performance Report, to be discussed at this meeting. It was agreed that this action point could be discharged. 

	Action Point 02/221 (Results of the NatureScot Opinion Survey to be sent to Board members) Members heard that a Senior Leadership Team (SLT) correspondence paper will be submitted to SLT 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 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 had been sent to the Board, it was therefore agreed that this action point could be discharged.

	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 in the summer, as part of the review of all three Board Committees. It was agreed that given recent progress and the receipt of the commission from Ministers that this action point could be discharged. 

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

	Action Point 01/223 (Investigate individual Board member issues with NatureScot laptops) Members agreed that most issues had been resolved and revised protocols were being rolled out as a priority. It was therefore agreed that this action point would be discharged.

	Action Point 02/223 (Short report on the work of the Protected Areas Committee since 08 October 2025 to be provided to members) This update was issued to members on 08 December 2025. It was therefore agreed to discharge this action point. 

	Action Point 03/223 (Arrange for the Chair to observe a meeting of the Scientific Advisory Committee) This had been arranged, and therefore it was agreed to discharge this action point. 

	Action Point 04/223 (Discuss the requirement for an addition to the risk register concerning freshwater not currently being considered as part of work to achieve 30x30) Members heard that this had been discussed. It was therefore agreed to discharge this action point.

	Action Point 05/223 (Arrange a briefing session for the Board on the Natural Environment Bill) This session has been arranged for 05 May 2026. It was agreed to discharge this action point. 

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, but were discussed at this point in the meeting to aid the overall flow of the day:

· This item was classified as ‘Official Sensitive’ and as such the discussion has been redacted.
· Members asked for clarification on 30x30 sites and eligibility for Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) payments.  It was confirmed that AECS applications as currently offered will continue and the schemes will run for 5 years from the point of contract. In time these AECS provisions will be superseded by Agricultural support Tier 3 payments and we expect 30x30 sites to be part of the qualifying criteria.


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, Ian Gambles was invited to update the Board on areas of work or issues arising since the last Board meeting and to present the Committee’s Forward Programme of Business. He updated that the Committee met on 10 February 2026, and highlighted the following business:

· Historic Environment Scotland (HES) Section 22 report issued by Audit Scotland, and subsequent proactive action taken by NatureScot’s Internal Audit team.
· Income generation and cost recovery plans, specifically plans to charge the offshore wind sector for NatureScot advice.
· Private finance opportunities on the Isle of Rum, which will be discussed by the Board at the March meeting.
· Future deep dive programme discussed, with the Board encouraged to feed into this.

13. The Board discussed the interaction between NatureScot staff, Marine Scotland and the Marine Directorate in the offshore wind consenting process, and the possibility that other sectors such as onshore wind may be considered for cost recovery in the future. Members heard that the income for cost recovery would pay for the additional resources required to undertake this work. It was confirmed that considering the risks in licencing and other new legislation was part of the ARC role.

14. Discussion on 30x30 and whether the guidance would incentivise delivery of the work took place, with the Chair agreeing to liaise with the Chief Executive and the Cabinet Secretary on this. 

Action Point 01/224

15. The Chair of the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC), Pete Higgins, was invited to update the Board on Committee business since the last Board meeting. Pete advised that there had not been a formal meeting during this time but commented on the afternoon session taking place after this Board meeting with both the Board and the SAC which would consider the evidence base needed to confirm progress with the priorities in the new Corporate Plan. 

16. Pete updated that the SAC had been involved in a variety of issues in the previous weeks, including muirburn and separately, mink. SAC member annual appraisals were ongoing, and members had observed that marine and social science issues are likely to increase.

17. Members queried whether there was a role for the Moorland Forum in working alongside NatureScot on current muirburn issues. The Chair of the Board agreed to discuss this further with the Chief Executive and the Chair of the Moorland Forum.

Action Point 02/224

18. The Chair of the Protected Areas Committee, David Johnstone, informed that there had been no meeting of the Committee since the last Board meeting.

AGENDA ITEM 8: REGISTER OF INTERESTS REVIEW

19. Members were reminded that the bi-annual update to their Register of Interests was due and were asked to check the details provided and update where necessary. The next review will be due in August 2026 unless changes are needed in the meantime.

AGENDA ITEM 9: q3 performance report 2025/26

20. [bookmark: _Hlk215038073]The Chair welcomed members of the public to the meeting, who had asked to observe this agenda item. The Chief Executive introduced this report to the Board, which updated on performance during quarter three, commenting that work is taking place to be clearer on areas presenting risk. Directors were invited to provide highlights from each Directorate.

21. The Board were asked to:

· Note the significant progress in the report and advise on any corrective action for the remainder of Q4.
· Discuss mitigation for the risks identified in the longer term delivery assessment to inform prioritisation in the Business Plan for 26/27.

Jane Macdonald – Director of Business Services and Transformation

People Report

22. Jane provided the following highlights:

· Staff turnover had increased to 11%.
· Work to review fixed-term appointments was continuing and had resulted in a significant reduction.
· The People Survey closed on 20 January 2026 with an 84% response rate. Feedback was to be provided to staff.
· There were issues with delays in retiring staff receiving their pension, as a result of the transfer of the administrator from MyCSP to Capita. It was acknowledged that the backlog had been inherited by Captita, however, this remains an issue to staff expecting their pensions to start at the beginning of retirement. A hardship fund had been set up. The Chief Executive was to meet with the Trade Union during the week to listen to concerns and ensure that the measures in place were sufficient to support the circa twenty members of staff affected.

23. Jane invited [REDACTED], Head of Finance, Planning and Performance to update on the highlights from the Finance report:

· Figures in the report were taken in mid-December 2025. 
· A refresh of the Transformation Programme was taking place due to the launch of the new Corporate Plan, which had resulted in an amber rating for this area of work. 

Jason Ormiston – Communications

24. Jason provided the following highlights:

· ARC had discussed the changes in risk rating to ‘Weakened Reputation’ risk, and the new ‘Mainstreaming Support for Nature Positive Action’ risk.
· The NatureScot Opinion Survey results would be shared with the Board later in the year.

25. Jane Macdonald added that the risk on ‘Future Funding’ had reduced from ‘very high’ to ‘high’ in light of the Scottish Government budget announcement in January 2026.

Robbie Kernahan – Green Economy Directorate

26. Robbie provided the following highlights:

· Heavy volume of casework on energy generation, transmission and storage, some of which was complex and high profile. 
· Support had been provided to SG in progressing the Natural Environment Bill to stage three.
· The pace of progressing nature finance was a concern. Progress had been made through securing funding for the next Facility for Investment Ready Nature Scotland (FIRNS), however, nature finance markets were not developing as expected.
· Coverage of Wildlife Management issues currently included gulls, geese, guga, and goats due to species conflicts. 

27. The Board queried how the Natural Capital Tool and Private Investment Tool could be used to encourage private investment in nature. They were informed that both tools had been tested to determine what was possible, and that they had received positive feedback as aids to planning. There was more work to do to showcase the tools use.

28. Members also asked whether the Natural Environment Bill (NEB) presents challenges after being amended at stage two, in terms of giving NatureScot the legislation it needs to achieve its Wildlife Management priorities. Robbie explained that the impact of a raft of legislation, not just the NEB, needed to be considered, and that the detail was being worked through.

29. Robbie was asked about the Deer Scotland Act, and the expected timescale for the new legislation. This was not yet known.

Stuart MacQuarrie – Director of Nature and Climate 

30. Stuart provided the following highlights:

· Environmental Standards Scotland (ESS) were reviewing the Invasive Non-Native Species (INNS) Plan and will publish their findings after the INNS plan is published in early summer. Concerns included a perceived lack of a joined up approach with other organisations, incentives, and funding. 
· The first Nature Restoration Fund (NRF) windfarm project fund for the South of Scotland Enterprise had been approved.
· The enormity of the task for Nature30, including work to ensure that land with a Protected Area status is not neglected in favour of Nature30.
· The Minister had been asked for approval to update the Scientific Advisory Committee guidance on Protected Areas, and as part of this NatureScot would convene a group of experts to advise. Terms of Reference for the work were being drafted, with a meeting to discuss due before the summer.
· Consultations on Protected Marine Features and Marine Protected Areas had not progressed, with the Marine Directorate informing that consultations may start in the second half of the year. 
· Work to charge the offshore wind sector for NatureScot advice as part of the licencing process was continuing. 

31. Members were concerned at the idea that funding for Protected Areas (PAs) may reduce in favour of Nature30 sites, however, PAs still needed to be in favourable condition to improve nature. They asked for more information on the plans to reassess the current condition of existing PAs. Stuart informed that part of the assessment process for Nature30 sites was the long-term management plan for the sites. The Protected Areas Committee would also seek assurance on the longevity of the plans. He agreed to provide the Board with more information on conditions monitoring. 

Jane Macdonald – Director of Business Services and Transformation

Transformation Programme

32. Jane provided the following highlights:

· Good progress throughout the programme, however, the resignation of some key personnel has slowed progress on the Cloud GIS programme. New staff were being recruited. 
· Members of staff were about to start in the new roles of Programme Manager, and Income Generation Manager.
· Significant effort had gone into the launch of the new Corporate Plan. The new Corporate Plan has resulted in a reset of the Transformation portfolio in line with the priorities and outcomes for the next four years. 
· A workshop has been arranged for the Board on Artificial Intelligence to explore the opportunities and risks involved in adopting its use in NatureScot.
· The Estates Programme was progressing, with Perth and Inverness reviews taking place.
· Cyber-security continued to be a concern.
· Capacity constraints are a concern, along with staff needing to constantly re-prioritise their work to ensure that higher priority tasks are completed.

33. Jane responded to members’ enquiry on support to staff to avoid effects of stress by explaining that regular messages were sent to staff to remind them of the wellbeing facilities available, and that this included support with prioritisation as well as wellbeing conversations as part of quarterly Personal Development Conversations. Staff surveys have also indicated that the balance between demand and resource is an issue for some staff, and that SLT will be considering the results of the latest People Survey in the coming weeks. Members recognised the challenge in balancing a flat cash budget settlement for resource, with rising demand on NatureScot services from SG.

34. The Board were content to note the progress within the report, and acknowledged the risks identified in the longer-term delivery assessment which informs prioritisation in the Business Plan for 26/27.

AGENDA ITEM 10: DRAFT BUSINESS PLAN 2026/27 (OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE)

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

AGENDA ITEM 11: SPECIES MANAGEMENT – A REVISED FRAMEWORK (OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE)

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

Information Papers

AGENDA ITEM 12: FORWARD PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS

42.	The Board Forward Programme of Business was presented to members. 

AGENDA ITEM 13: NATURESCOT BOARD MEMBER ENGAGEMENT (OFFICIAL – SENSITIVE)

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

AOB

44.	Pete Higgins offered to share the National Security Briefing with interested parties, which highlighted the relevance of nature in national security. 

AGENDA ITEM 14: BOARD APPRENTICE – REFLECTIONS (OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE)

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

Date of Next Meeting

46.	The next meeting of the Board of NatureScot is scheduled to take place online on 11 March 2026.

47.	The Chair thanked all those in attendance. The meeting was closed. 

END
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