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	Purpose:
	For decision

	Which of the current Business or Corporate Plan priorities does this topic drive forward and in what way?:
	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:
	This paper presents a summary of the activities of the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) between April 2025 and March 2026.

The SAC formally met twice during this period, on 10 October 2025 and 9 March 2026.

The SAC held one informal intersessional meeting, on 22 August 2025.

The SAC met jointly with Natural England’s Science Advisory Committee (NESAC) in Newcastle on 9 September 2025 and jointly with the NatureScot Board in Edinburgh on 11 February 2026.

Sub-groups addressed issues relating to targets and monitoring, muirburn, the Scottish Biodiversity List and freshwater pearl mussels.

	Recommendations: 
	[bookmark: _Hlk197074662]The Board is asked to endorse the contents of this paper and the ongoing activities of the SAC and its subgroups.

	Report Author(s):
	Erin Garner

	Sponsor:	
	Pete Higgins





Purpose
1. This paper summarises the activities of the Scientific Advisory Committee in 2025-26.
Changes to the Committee
2. In 2025-26, we welcomed three new SAC members (Dr Janet Fisher, Professor Xavier Lambin and Dr Carol Sparling) and four new SAC Expert Panel members (Dr Ioanna Akoumianaki, Professor Jason Matthiopoulos, Dr Stuart Smith and Professor Graham Stone). We welcome the additional marine and social science perspectives the new appointees bring.
3. There were no other changes to the SAC or its Expert Panel during 2025-26.
4. Biographies for all current Committee and Expert Panel members are publicly available on our website.
Formal meetings
5. The SAC met on 10 October 2025 and 9 March 2026. Minutes of the SAC meetings are available on our website.
6. The papers at the October 2025 meeting included: a horizon scan on the Corporate Plan and Strategic Research Programme, reviewing evidence on invasive non-native species (INNS) to inform prioritisation and action planning, and an update on the SAC sub-groups. There were also information papers providing updates on NatureScot’s Science and Evidence Leadership Programme, a review of Herbivore Impact Assessment (HIA) methods for upland open habitats in Scotland, the final report of the deer sub-group, and landscape scale restoration. The SAC also considered papers on the Scottish Biodiversity List, the evidence base on muirburn, and UK Habitat Regulations Reporting.
7. The papers at the March 2026 meeting included: wildfire and muirburn impacts and creating resilient landscapes. There were also information papers providing updates on the SAC sub-groups, NatureScot’s Science and Evidence Leadership Programme, and a review of Herbivore Impact Assessment (HIA) methods for upland open habitats in Scotland. The SAC also considered a paper on the joint meeting with the NatureScot Board and the SAC’s forward programme.
Intersessional meetings
8. Following revision of the SAC’s Terms of Reference in March 2024, the SAC began holding intersessional meetings in 2024-25. These are intended to be informal sessions including workshops for more in-depth exploration of complex issues.
9. The SAC held one intersessional meeting, on 22 August 2025.
10. At the August 2025 intersessional meeting, the SAC discussed its forward work programme and monitoring to deliver healthy ecosystems.
Joint meetings
Natural England
11. The SAC attended a joint meeting with Natural England’s Science Advisory Committee, held in Newcastle on 9 September 2025.
12. This meeting focused on areas of joint working and interest, including protected sites and climate change (terrestrial), balancing impacts and nature positive outcomes (marine) and the IPBES transformative change assessment.
NatureScot Board
13. The Board and SAC held a joint meeting in Edinburgh on 11 February 2026.
14. This meeting focused on building relationships between Board and SAC members and considering the science and evidence required to underpin the new Corporate Plan outcomes and contested narratives around nature and climate.
15. All Board members are invited to observe SAC meetings as standard. Professor Jaboury Ghazoul regularly attends as a Board observer.
Sub-groups
16. The SAC currently has several sub-groups, which delve deeper into specific issues. Sub-groups are set up in a time-limited format depending on the topic and may include members of SAC’s Expert Panel and/or external experts, as well as normally at least two members of SAC. The SAC sub-groups often work on high profile areas where NatureScot is seeking additional scientific input. Groups of interest this year and current work ongoing are:
a. Targets and monitoring – This group was set up in September 2023 and is chaired by Professor Marian Scott. This group was created to advise NatureScot and Scottish Government on target topics for the Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2026. The group did not meet in 2025-26 but is expected to peer review the detail of the statutory targets in 2026-27. Dr Carol Sparling replaced Dr Ruth Mitchell on this sub-group, following the end of Dr Mitchell’s term.
b. Muirburn – This group was set up in November 2022 and was chaired by Professor Marian Scott. The group was created to support staff on science matters in connection with the Wildlife Management (Grouse) Bill relating to muirburn issues. This 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.
c. Scottish Biodiversity List – This group was set up in March 2025 and was chaired by Kathy Dale. The group was created 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. The group met on 2 June 2025 to advice on criteria for prioritisation and eligibility and provided recommendations, which were accepted and implemented. Formal advice on the Scottish Biodiversity List was submitted in November 2025, with the revised List published by Scottish Government on 27 November 2025. The sub-group was subsequently closed.
d. Freshwater pearl mussels – This group was set up in March 2025 and is chaired by Professor Pete Higgins. The group was created to review the available evidence and make recommendations to inform NatureScot's position on the hierarchy of available conservation measures for freshwater pearl mussels. It met three times in 2025-26: on 28 July 2025, 25 November 2025, and 3 March 2026. In February 2026, sub-group members also agreed to review the scientific case for potential new SAC designations for freshwater pearl mussels in 2026-27, although outwith the group’s agreed remit, given their existing work and expertise in this area.
17. At its March 2026 meeting, the SAC agreed to establish a new sub-group to support ongoing work on wildfire and muirburn impacts.
Terms of Reference
18. The Terms of Reference for the SAC and Expert Panel were not reviewed in 2025-26, having been last reviewed in 2023-24 and approved by the Board in March 2024. They will next be reviewed in summer 2026.
Other SAC activities
19. Individual members of the SAC and Expert Panel review drafts of scientifically novel or contentious NatureScot-commissioned research reports as part of our editorial Quality Assurance process. Members have also contributed to a range of internal discussions and actively support our Science and Evidence Leadership Programme. They will also be involved in the coming months in reviewing the emerging evidence plan in support of our Corporate Plan.
20. [bookmark: _Hlk197077415]As part of the Science and Evidence Leadership Programme in NatureScot, SAC members are invited to join a mentoring scheme for NatureScot staff. Four members of the SAC or Expert Panel have volunteered to be mentors but have not yet been paired with a member of staff.
Recommendation
21. The Board is asked to endorse the contents of this paper and the ongoing activities of the SAC and its subgroups.
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