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Title:	Scientific Advisory Committee Terms of Reference review
Date:	02 July 2026

	Purpose:
	For decision

	Which of the 5 Corporate Plan priority outcomes does the contents of this paper support, and how?
	Our Corporate Plan requires a foundation of sound science to underpin NatureScot advice. The SAC provides peer review of complex areas of science and acts as a ‘critical friend’, drawing on expertise in the natural and social sciences, and synergistically works with staff to provide robust advice and evidence.

	Summary:
	There is a periodic requirement for Committee Terms of Reference to be reviewed every 2 years.

	Recommendations: 
	The Board is asked to consider and approve the revised Terms of Reference for the Scientific Advisory Committee.

	Report Author(s):
	Erin Garner

	Sponsor:	
	Pete Higgins

	Appendices:
	Appendix 1 – SAC Terms of Reference





Purpose
1. This paper presents the recently reviewed Terms of Reference for the Scientific Advisory Committee for the Board’s approval.
Changes to SAC Terms of Reference
2. The following changes have been made in consultation with the Chair of the SAC and Director of Nature and Climate Change:
· Clarification added on the management and sponsorship of sub-groups.
· New section on the governance of commissioned SAC work and outputs, including work by sub-groups.
· Additional information on the SAC’s relationship with the Board (e.g. observers, sharing closure reports).
· Minor updates to NatureScot job titles and staff responsibilities to reflect changes since the last review in 2024.
Recommendation
3. The Board is asked to consider and approve the revised Terms of Reference for the Scientific Advisory Committee.



[bookmark: _Toc378846091]Appendix – SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE (SAC) TERMS OF REFERENCE
Roles and Responsibilities of the NatureScot Scientific Advisory Committee
1. The NatureScot Board has established a Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC).
1. Appropriate research and sound evidence provide the basis for informed scientific advice on which many of the operational and strategic decisions or judgements of NatureScot depend. The SAC is an expert committee that has the role of providing or scrutinising scientific advice on which the NatureScot Board and staff base decisions. This reinforces NatureScot's scientific credibility and authority with partners and stakeholders.
Remit
1. The remit of the SAC is as follows:
· Advice: As requested by NatureScot Board and staff, provide advice on scientific matters; contribute to the development of NatureScot's research and strategic evidence portfolio within the context of the Corporate Plan; advise on novel and contentious proposals and projects; and respond to requests from the Board in relation to wider scientific issues raised by the public and/or scientific community.
· Peer review: In consultation with the Director/Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change, review the quality, timeliness and relevance of NatureScot internal and commissioned research, and report its findings to the Board and/or to senior staff as appropriate.
· Review: Review the scientific basis for the notification of an SSSI, and any consents, when requested to do so by the Protected Areas Committee, including all cases in which NatureScot is obliged to consider representations made by interested parties, and to advise the NatureScot Board as appropriate.
· Other contributions: Contribute, in light of an individual member's specialist knowledge, to in-depth investigations of particular topics as required by the NatureScot Board or when requested by the Director/Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change.
Membership
1. The membership of the SAC is approved by the NatureScot Board. The Committee comprises up to seven members: the Chair will be drawn from the NatureScot Board. The other members (up to six in number) are appointed through open recruitment outwith NatureScot. The Committee should have a balance of experience and knowledge that covers the breadth of NatureScot science (in the widest sense) requirements. Appointments are normally for three years, with the possibility of re-appointment subject to performance and need, up to a maximum of eight years.

Meetings
1. The SAC holds plenary meetings twice a year, and on such other occasions as required by its Chair and the NatureScot Board, depending on the agreed work programme.
1. If specialist advice is required on particular topics, rather than wider issues (such as marine topics, species/land-management interactions, protected areas proposals), wind farm developments, or an individual SSSI, it is not expected that the full Committee needs to meet. In such cases a sub-group may be established to advise the full Committee and Board.
1. The quorum of the SAC is a majority of currently appointed members of the Committee (that is, more than half), including the person chairing the meeting.
1. All members of the NatureScot Board are invited to observe SAC meetings as standard.
1. The ‘Standing Orders for meetings of the NatureScot Board’ set out in the Ways of Working Guidance apply as appropriate to the meetings of the SAC.
1. In the interests of limiting its environmental impact, where possible NatureScot will utilise video/telephone conferencing equipment to reduce the need for attendees to travel to meetings. Meetings may be held in person where it is valuable to do so.
1. Where necessary, the SAC may hold additional online meetings (two to three a year). These will be informal sessions including workshops for more in-depth exploration of complex issues.
Expert Panel and external contributors
1. The SAC may request the SAC Chair and Director/Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change to maintain a panel or list of experts on whose expertise and knowledge they may draw, subject to “registerable interests” as set out in NatureScot’s Standing Orders and Ways of Working Guidance. People invited to be on this SAC Expert Panel will only receive remuneration if and when they are asked to provide a service to the SAC or to NatureScot staff.
1. The SAC may, if required, engage an external specialist advisor to assist in the assessment of representations made to a SSSI notification and broader areas of work.
Sub-groups
1. The SAC may wish to delegate specific activities, including provision of advice, to a sub-group. Such sub-groups would be expected to have no fewer than two members of the SAC, with one member chairing the group. Sub-group members can also be drawn from the SAC Expert Panel and invitations can be made to other individuals, where necessary, to supplement the expertise of the SAC and Expert Panel.
1. Once established, relevant subject experts from NatureScot are expected to lead on management of the work of an SAC sub-group, under the supervision of the sub-group sponsor (Head of Terrestrial or Marine Science). This includes agreeing the ownership of the sub-group’s outputs.
1. Progress with the work by each established sub-group will be reported to the SAC at its bi-annual plenary meetings.
Governance
1. The SAC is a Committee of the NatureScot Board and reports directly to it. An annual report will be made to the Board on the work of the Committee.
1. The commissioning process for any SAC output is dependent upon the final audience for the output. Novel or contentious cases may require additional input from the NatureScot Board, regardless of the final audience:
a) Where the work is commissioned by NatureScot staff, approval of the commission, and acceptance of the report rests with the sponsor (Head of Terrestrial or Marine Science).
b) Where commissioning of the output is at the request of the NatureScot Board, the SAC Chair approves the commission and recommends approval of the final report to support NatureScot Board decision making.
c) In the event of a Ministerial commission for SAC advice, the SAC Chair agrees the scope of the Commission with the NatureScot Board Chair and recommends approval of the final advice to the NatureScot Board prior to onward submission.
1. Once a sub-group’s work is complete, a final closure report will be prepared for the SAC to note at its next plenary meeting. Following SAC consideration, all closure reports will be shared with the NatureScot Board for information via correspondence.
Openness and transparency
1. The SAC meetings generally include both closed (to address ‘official sensitive’ matters) and open sessions. Access to the open session meeting agenda will be available to the public five days prior to each meeting via www.nature.scot. Open session meeting papers will be available to download from the website five days prior to the meeting. Open session minutes will be made available on the website once confirmed as true and accurate records by the Chair and Committee members.
1. Notice of planned attendance by the public to open session items must be provided at least 24 hours prior to any SAC meeting by contacting the Nature and Climate Change Directorate Support team. Members of the public cannot participate in discussions or decisions of the SAC during the meeting.
Remuneration for additional time allocated to an SAC member
1. In some circumstances, an SAC member may be asked to work more than ten days per annum. Where this is the case, the Director/Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change and the Director Support Manager will liaise with Executive Office. This is subject to Guidance in the chapter ‘Remuneration for Board and Committee Members’.

Dignity at work
1. NatureScot is an equal opportunities employer and is committed to treating every member of staff with dignity and respect. The individual and corporate responsibilities outlined in our Dignity at Work Policy extend to Committee members and incorporate duties under the Equality Act 2010.
Time recording
1. If any Member feels there is a need to work additional time, or that circumstances are such that they are unable to fulfil the full number of contracted days, then they should discuss this with the SAC Chair and Director/Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change. The SAC Chair and Director/Deputy Director of Nature and Climate Change will subsequently advise Executive Office. NatureScot will only ask for Work Recording forms to be completed by Members to support a claim for time over and above their normal contracted days.
Performance appraisal
1. The Chair will carry out an informal performance appraisal with each SAC member each year. Any relevant developmental needs will be identified, and action taken to meet these. Written appraisal reports will be produced at the start of the third year of a member’s term of office and discussed with the SAC member.
Support services
1. The administrative and scientific servicing of the SAC are undertaken by the Nature and Climate Change Directorate, with staff (led by the Heads of Terrestrial and Marine Science) providing the appropriate scientific material and advice to the SAC members. In addition, it may be appropriate for a member of the Director Support Team to act as the scientific secretary to the SAC and its sub-groups. More information about these services can be provided on request.
Review
1. The Terms of Reference of the Scientific Advisory Committee are reviewed every two years. The last review was in June 2026, and the changes were endorsed by Board in July 2026.
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