Meeting Notes- Wildlife Group Meeting 17 August (14.00-16.00) via Teams

Attendees – Juliet Caldwell (LINK), Bruce Wilson (SWT), Andy Marks (LINK), Ailis Watt (RSPB Scotland), James Silvey (RSPB Scotland), Eric Baird (Scottish Countryside Rangers Association), Jeff Waddell (NTS), Annie Robinson (CIEEM), Nico Baxter (SWBG), Nonie Coulthard (SWBG), Gus Jones (BSCG), Tessa Jones (BSCG), Lisa Davidson (NatureScot), Dave Genney (NatureScot), Rebecca Lewis (Buglife), Claudia Gebhardt (Bat Conservation Trust), Kirsty Richard (SWT), Nora Casey (RSPB Scotland)

Chaired by – Bruce Wilson (SWT)

Apologies – Simon Ritchie (WTS)

Summary of Actions 17 August Wildlife Group meeting

	Action No.
	Action
	To be actioned by
	Status

	1.
	Explore whether the targets delay can be raised at the Scottish Biodiversity Forum and confirm when the next meeting is.
	Paul/Bruce
	

	2.
	Continue work through the Natural Environment Bill Group on how to generate greater urgency around the Natural Environment Act.
	Juliet/NE Act Group
	

	3.
	Send Juliet the DHE slides to circulate.
	Dave Genney
	Done



1. General updates
a. Acceptance of Previous Minutes & Review of Actions

Previous minutes were accepted and actions reviewed.

b. Meetings Attended

RSPB met with Vhairi Tollan at Scottish Greens. Concerns were raised about the timelines for the nature targets. There is a potential for Mark Ruskell MSP to submit PQs next month.

2. Nature Champions

There has been further interest from MSPs in becoming Nature Champions since the last meeting:
· 72 MSPs have now been recruited - more than half of the current MSPs are Nature Champions.
· LINK is continuing to track engagement between Nature Champions, LINK members and their MSPs.
· There have been 15 meetings and site visits over the summer.
· PQs have also been submitted by MSPs relating to their relevant species or habitat.
· Members were reminded to add updates on meetings, visits, PQs and other engagement to the records/actions tracker.

LINK is looking to hold a Nature Champions Parliamentary Reception. Parliamentary reception slots are booking up quickly. 

Each year, LINK tries to organise a group visit focused on an issue or habitat linked to legislation. In October, Scottish Wildlife Trust is hosting a visit to Loch of the Lowes, focusing on freshwater ecosystems. MSPs have been invited. Seven MSPs have confirmed so far. Another visit is being developed for May next year, with a marine theme. If a member's MSP attends a group visit, the member is automatically invited. Members who would like guides and Nature Champion badges but have not yet requested them should contact Andy.

LINK sends four newsletters a year highlighting LINK member work and activities in Parliament. Each newsletter includes 2–3 feature articles. The first newsletter is expected to go out in the first week of November.

LINK also offers Nature Champion inductions for new hosts.

LINK is working with Uplift and SCCS on a leadership programme for incoming MSPs. There will be a staffers' drinks reception on 7 October. There will be a small number of spaces for LINK members to attend. SWT and LINK are also hosting an information session for MSPs highlighting the root causes of nature loss.

There was a question about whether LINK could have a stand in Parliament. The current lead-in time for parliamentary stands is understood to extend to September 2027.

3. Wildfire Advocacy

A letter has been sent to Gillian Martin and Jim Fairlie regarding the recent wildfires and new muirburn licensing system: https://www.scotlink.org/publication/letter-to-cabinet-secretary-for-climate-action-on-wildfires-and-muirburn-licensing/

The LINK Wildfire Group has also been reconvened and will meet next Thursday. Members are to email Juliet or Bruce if they are interested in joining the mailing list. 

Eric has joined the Scottish Wildfire Forum, which is looking at issues including resilient communities and wildfire. There was discussion about the importance of securing an additional LINK seat on the Forum, otherwise there is a risk that the discussion becomes too heavily focused on moorland management. Eric is currently attending as a representative for SCRA rather than LINK. National Parks were represented at the meeting. International examples were discussed, including approaches from Northern California and county forest authorities. One potential model is the requirement for estates over 1,000 hectares to prepare land management plans. There was a question about why estates in Scotland should not be subject to similar requirements. Some LINK members own/manage properties over 1,000 hectares. There may be a potential visit from a full Californian team to Scotland, including visits to estates. It was suggested that eNGOs could potentially be involved to help address the obvious imbalance in perspectives. There was also discussion of an urban wildfire-focused visit in Cumbernauld, involving SWT. Activities included harvesting yellow rattle and creating swales.

Questions were raised about how to make the issue more real and where the returns from investment are.
· The USA has significant private investment focused on forest fire risk.
· There is substantial private investment in ecosystem restoration.
· It may be useful to explore this angle in the Scottish discussion.
· A major challenge is the amount of misinformation surrounding wildfire management.

RSPB is preparing a letter to the Cabinet Secretary offering a visit to Abernethy in October/November, while being mindful not to overstretch local staff.

There was also discussion of the Cabinet Secretary's visit to Inverbroom, including the NRF and targets delay. This took place the day before the wildfires began.

4. Metric Update

The biodiversity metric consultation is expected either later this month or at the start of next month. Jonny and Annie have been sitting on the stakeholder group. The metric is a complex area, and LINK wants to develop a LINK-wide response and position. Jonny and Annie have been relaying information to the Planning Group but have not been able to share everything coming from the stakeholder group. This creates a difficulty for LINK representatives, as they are expected to represent the wider network while not always being able to share all the information available to them. There is also some uncertainty about the level of knowledge and existing positions across LINK members.

It was therefore agreed that a workshop during the consultation period would be useful. Juliet, Annie, Jonny and Juli have met with Anna Dennis and Rocio Martinez from Land Use Consultants. They have experience of biodiversity metrics in a Scottish policy context, as well as Biodiversity Enhancement. They will help LINK run a workshop to agree high-level principles, key areas for LINK to focus on and areas where further technical consideration is needed. 

CIEEM is holding an event on 22 September on the biodiversity metric which LINK members can attend: https://events.cieem.net/events/details/?id=0f0b0a0d-5544-458f-b28b-903ca34b74c7 Sarah from the NatureScot metric team is expected to give an overview of the consultation version of the metric. LINK can use the Q&A to identify key questions and issues ahead of the LINK workshop. 

There is also a follow-up technical session for anyone wanting to explore the metric in more detail: https://events.cieem.net/events/details/?id=77ab424d-c403-45ab-89a3-fe82fbbcf99e

Sarah and the NatureScot team will present the metric at the LINK meeting on 24 September, 10.00-11.30am, followed by Q&A and discussion. This is expected to be the same presentation as the CIEEM event, so this should be flagged to members.

Following the NatureScot/LINK workshop, members will have 2–3 weeks to consider the consultation and identify issues they may want to raise from an organisational perspective.

LINK will have a further session with Anna and Rocio to take a deeper dive into priority areas, based on member feedback and their advice on where detailed consideration would be most useful.

Juliet will use this work to develop the first draft of LINK's consultation response.

A number of questions and concerns were discussed:
· Under BNG, it is not possible to convert non-native woodland to native woodland. There was a question about whether this problem will carry over into the Scottish system.
· BNG does not work particularly well in terms of looking after existing habitats, and the potential uplift and money involved can be very small.
· There are questions around irreplaceable habitats and whether these can/should be compensated.
· NTS was not comfortable with compensation for certain important habitats.
· LINK needs to consider whether it condones or accepts this approach.
· Different habitat/system scorings may be used, with a significant focus on peatlands.
· The final details of the Scottish metric are not yet known.
· There may be a dedicated workshop on irreplaceable habitats.
· There are gaps in what LINK can currently say because there is not an agreed LINK position on some of these issues.
· LINK does have an agreed position on the mitigation hierarchy.
· There was a question about whether LINK has a position on habitat banking.
· Jonny and Sarah Kidd have been highlighting how the different elements of the system will be connected.
· The metric itself is not mandatory, and there was concern that this represents a missed opportunity.


5. Natural Environment Act 

Juliet received an update from Brian Eardley at Scottish Government on the proposed working group to review the Habitats Regulations guidance. The current position is that a submission is with the Cabinet Secretary, setting out options for establishing the group and the scope of its work. The aim is to receive a response when the Cabinet Secretary returns from leave next week. Following this, there will need to be discussions with SPADs about the number and composition of the group, with the aim of sending invitation letters around mid-September. The current hope is that the first meeting could take place in October/early November.

a. Targets timeline

There is significant concern about the delay to the nature targets. LINK has been speaking to NatureScot, who share concerns about the timeline. Dan will raise the issue at Climate Action Committee evidence next month. LINK will also push the issue at the meeting with Gillian Martin in September. There was a suggestion of putting in place a six month plan with the LINK NE Act Group.
There was discussion about comments from SPADs and the Cabinet Secretary that a lack of challenge from stakeholders could allow the consultation process to move more quickly. The view was expressed that LINK should be more fully involved in the consultation process now and should be used as a critical friend. One SPAD had indicated that the delay is being driven by officials rather than Ministers.
Wales was raised as an example of a process moving more quickly, apparently over a matter of weeks. Wales has a statutory requirement to have targets in place by April 2028. This requirement was included in the Bill at Royal Assent. There was reference to the Cabinet Secretary's letter to Mark Ruskell, which was sent pre-consultation in early 2027.

The current Scottish Government position is: Subject to completion of the work undertaken by the PAG and the Statutory Nature Targets Project Board, Ministers will consider the recommendations and options for statutory targets. Following Ministerial consideration, the next stage of the programme will focus on developing and refining target proposals through pre-consultation engagement with stakeholders to gather views and expertise. This is expected to take place in early 2027.

It was noted that Habitats Regulations legislation might come back through the Rural Renewal Bill.

A question was raised about whether the delay to the targets could be raised at the Scottish Biodiversity Forum. Need to establish whether there is a meeting planned and when it is taking place.

b. How do we generate urgency around NE Act?

The NE Act Working Group will discuss this at their next meeting.


6. Delivering Healthy Ecosystems Monitoring Update
Dave Genney and Lisa Davidson from NatureScot joined the second half of the meeting to provide an update on the Delivering Healthy Ecosystems monitoring work.

At the previous meeting, NatureScot had updated the group on feedback received on the framework.
The current focus is on turning the framework into practical workflows, with the aim of designing internal IT infrastructure and databases to manage protected areas monitoring.

Development and testing
This year is focused on testing and building.
· Prototype workflows have been developed.
· These were developed in Q2 and are now being put in front of NatureScot staff.
· Feedback will inform the internal system build and associated guidance.
· The intention is to start rolling out the new approach to protected areas and monitoring in June.

Site-level information and dashboards
A slide was shown on Loch Caluim flows, providing a better overview of a site. NatureScot has also developed a pressures dashboard.
· Pressure cards have been produced based on the features of a site.
· NatureScot will decide which pressures need to be included and evaluate these initially.

Questions were raised about how narrative and judgement around pressures will work.
It was asked whether this would be decided by NatureScot or whether site managers would also contribute. Dave explained that an evidence dashboard has not yet been presented. This is intended to provide a consistent way across all sites to capture intelligence about features and sites. This could include:
· New survey information
· Existing evidence
· Information from site managers
· Other relevant intelligence

One of the aims is to make staff aware that relevant intelligence and evidence exists, where previously it could be difficult for all staff to know what information was available. Site objectives and the work required at a site would be established at the beginning of the process, before monitoring begins.

There is also a SiteLink external-facing portal providing information about protected areas. The Nature30 sites will become the features represented within the system. 

LINK thanked Dave for listening to the group's previous feedback and for providing such a comprehensive presentation.

Resources and national reporting
There was concern that NatureScot may not have sufficient resources to roll the system out at the scale required. Jeff asked about the possibility of a loop within the system that would establish:
· Does the site have a management plan?
· Is the management plan being implemented?
· Are the features responding?

Dave said NatureScot would still like to have some kind of nationally applicable report/card system.
However, a number of questions need to be resolved before pressures and management effectiveness can be evaluated properly. The longer-term ambition is for targets and management statements for a site to become much more dynamic, rather than remaining static and failing to adapt as circumstances change. This will add some complexity to the system and workflows.

Transparency and outward-facing information
There was discussion about transparency of the data. Nature30 is included in the system, while budgets are reducing. The current system will not have an outward-facing information-sharing function, although SiteLink and the SE web provide potential routes for information sharing.
This could be expanded when NatureScot has the resources to add pressure evaluation.

Looking beyond protected area boundaries
A key issue was the possibility of moving away from viewing protected areas as ending at their formal boundaries. For example:
· A site could be in good condition while being adjacent to Sitka woodland.
· The relevant management unit might therefore need to include land adjacent to the protected area.
· An INNS management plan might need to operate at catchment scale.
The system and workflows could therefore be designed to embed a larger-scale approach. The ability to look at sites at different scales could be particularly valuable for freshwater features. However, there was recognition that a system which is too fixed and does not account for local circumstances could be difficult to get right.

Four-loop framework
The four-loop framework Jeff referred to is still guiding the work, although it has not been updated since last year's consultation. The pressures and management modules are how NatureScot is currently delivering the framework. Some elements will be delivered through guidance, while others will be physically built into the system. Marine colleagues are already recording indicators or changes and identifying when enough pressure has accumulated that action is required. A question remains about how much of this should be addressed through guidance versus the system itself.

Resources and consultation
Resource remains an issue. A consultation can take the whole team a couple of months, so NatureScot needs to find the right balance. There are already:
· Common standards
· Guidance
· Site-check guidance
· Advice from NatureScot advisors.

NatureScot needs to ensure there is also a mechanism for gathering feedback.

Alerts and automated monitoring
David asked whether the system could automatically flag when a site falls below a particular standard.
There are currently a couple of projects underway with JNCC looking at tools that can automatically detect changes outside the normal range of land parcels.

Publication and funding
A question was raised about when the system will be published and whether funding needs to be confirmed before the system can be rolled out more widely. Dave offered Jeff a separate meeting to go into the detail of this work.

The meeting ended with a question to LINK members about what would be most useful from eNGOs as NatureScot continues to develop the monitoring approach.
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