Meeting Notes- Wildlife Group Meeting 12 May (12.00pm-14.00pm) via Teams

Attendees – Juliet Caldwell (LINK), Bruce Wilson (SWT), Andy Marks (LINK), Ailis Watt (RSPB Scotland), Paul Walton (RSPB Scotland), Nonie Coulthard (SWBG), Claudia Gebhart (Bat Conservation Trust), Annie Robinson (CIEEM), Kirsty Richards (SWT), Aimee Seager (Plantlife Scotland),  Nicole Baxter (SWBG), Jenny Hawley (Plantlife Scotland), Eric Baird (Scottish Countryside Rangers Association), Claudia Bell (RZSS), Tony Gent (ARC), Frances Winder (Butterfly Conservation), Dan Paris (LINK)

Chaired by – Bruce Wilson (SWT)

Summary of Actions 12 May Wildlife Group meeting

	Action No.
	Action
	To be actioned by
	Status

	1.
	Contact Natural Environment Act officials for an update on targets and biodiversity duty implementation.
	Juliet
	

	2.
	Get DHE slides (from 30x30 workshop) from Dave Genney and organise a meeting with Dave Genney and Lisa Davidson.
	Juliet
	




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

Previous minutes were accepted and actions reviewed.

0. Meetings Attended

Bruce and Kirsty (SWT) attended a University of Edinburgh research day on open ecosystems. Discussion highlighted the challenge of balancing large-scale projects like Riverwoods with the needs of open habitats such as those important for butterflies, which can be overlooked in high-level messaging. There was also concern about Reform representation on key committees such as NZET or RAI and uncertainty about how this will play out.

Jenny (Plantlife) met with NatureScot colleagues and attended a webinar on the Scottish Biodiversity List (SBL). There is interest in how the SBL can support Nature Networks and link to targets within the Natural Environment Act. The group noted that the SBL has statutory footing but has not worked effectively to date. There may be an opportunity to apply political pressure with new MSPs. Action: Juliet to add the SBL to the agenda for the July meeting with Stuart MacQuarrie.

1. Nature Champions

Communications packs, including digital assets, have been circulated. Materials will also be shared via LINK communications channels. A new guide for LINK members has been drafted, including FAQs, alongside a welcome guide for MSPs which is now being printed.

A new engagement tracking spreadsheet has been introduced to log activity. Training resources for host organisations have been moved onto the LINK website.

Some MSPs have already made contact regarding their champion species. With a number of new MSPs, engagement is expected to take time to build.

1. Post Election Plans

The Nature and Climate Leadership Programme will include three introductory sessions covering climate, energy and nature. These are being developed collaboratively with Uplift, SCCS and LINK. A networking event for staffers is planned for the week before the October recess, although details are still being finalised. The nature session will be led by LINK and will aim to connect members and representatives with as many MSPs as possible, with a focus on the Natural Environment Act. Materials will be produced following the sessions. There may also be engagement with SPICe, given their role as a primary information source for MSPs.

Two group site visits are planned. One will focus on a terrestrial site around the October recess, and a second marine visit is planned for May next year. Group visits became increasingly popular toward the end of the last parliamentary term.

SWT plan to circulate a constituency map to MSPs showing local reserves and sites, with potential to reference LINK.

A new Director of ENFOR has been appointed, Kersti Berge. Deborah will be meeting Kersti for an introductory meeting.

SpAd announcement is expected soon with many special advisors likely to remain in their roles.


2. Nature + Climate Leadership Programme 

The Nature and Climate Leadership Programme will include three introductory sessions on climate, energy and nature, delivered in collaboration with Uplift, SCCS and LINK. A networking event for staffers is planned before the October recess. The nature session will focus on the Natural Environment Act and aim to connect MSPs with LINK members. Materials will be produced, and there may be engagement with SPICe as a key information source.

Two group site visits are planned, one terrestrial visit around the October recess and one marine visit next May. These visits have grown in popularity.

2. Meetings with externals 

· Quarterly meetings with Stuart MacQuarrie, NatureScot Director of Nature + Climate
· New Director of ENFOR will be Kersti Berge (ex-Director of Energy and Climate Change)
· Quarterly meetings with Ben Ross + Brian Eardley on protected sites/30x30/nature networks/monitoring
· Going to ask for regular meetings with Andy Kerr, Director General for Net Zero
· Struggle with SEPA because of the Chair and CEO – not interested in LINK

Small transition team get appointed – rest will be waiting to hear about their re-appointment. Our interests – expect to get the same SPAds back in post. 

2. CPG on Nature + Climate

Exploring sharing the secretariat role with SCCS and Uplift. Juliet and Andy will be approaching Mark Ruskell in the next few weeks to re-convene the Group and appoint a Convener and Vice-Convener. 

1. Natural Environment Act
3. Biodiversity Duty 

The updated biodiversity duty requires public bodies to have regard to actions that contribute to national biodiversity targets. This reflects previous LINK lobbying, but in practice it is a relatively weak duty. ‘Have regard’ means bodies must consider the targets but are not required to meet them, and can act against them if they provide reasonable justification.

There is already evidence of confusion. For example, Forestry and Land Scotland were not fully aware of the targets, partly because the duty has not yet been fully implemented and guidance is still lacking.
Potential breaches could include ignoring the duty, acting clearly against targets without sufficient justification, or claiming alignment where evidence does not support it. Overall, the duty is a useful lever for applying pressure but does not provide a strong legal mechanism. ERCS indicated willingness to discuss any concerns about non-compliance.

There was discussion about encouraging Scottish Government and NatureScot to raise awareness and provide clearer guidance to public bodies, potentially working through representative bodies such as COSLA.

AP: Juliet to contact Natural Environment Act officials for an update on targets and biodiversity duty implementation.

Brian Eardley indicated that briefings on the Habitats Regulations guidance working group were expected for the incoming government. 


1. Update on biodiversity process
4. INNS 

An INNS Action Plan has been published, but it remains high level and does not reflect much of LINK’s detailed input. RSPB have had difficulty engaging with Stan Whittaker. No species control orders have been issued in the past year.

There was discussion of a potential rapid response fund, but existing funding mechanisms such as the NRF are too slow to be effective. Alternative approaches, including using existing grant schemes, may be more practical.

INNS is not well embedded across wider environmental policy areas such as RBMP or 30x30. The ASR Advocacy Group is looking at rainforest-related INNS threats beyond rhododendron, with community groups engaging positively. A report is being drafted by Leah Gray at SWT.

CIEEM are due to meet NatureScot to discuss INNS further.


4. SBS Delivery Plan Tracker

The LINK Scottish Biodiversity Strategy Tracker will be launched at the end of May and will be an ongoing piece of work/advocacy tool for LINK members. Juliet, Dan and Deborah have met with Scottish Government officials and FLS to discuss the tracker. They have all been welcoming.


4. 30x30 

A meeting with Scottish Government and NatureScot on 22 April was generally positive, with officials receptive to many of the issues raised. Governance structures are now largely in place, including a programme board within NatureScot for Nature30 sites and an associated advisory panel. A public dashboard is being developed, although the link between monitoring and management decisions remains unclear. There is broad agreement that sites must be effectively managed to count toward 30x30. However, the programme is still evolving, and key concerns remain around its voluntary nature, long-term management commitments, monitoring, and what happens if standards are not met. Funding and incentives were identified as major constraints. Existing schemes such as AECS and FGS are not functioning well for protected areas or Nature30, and in some cases public funding is acting as a barrier. Nature finance is being explored but is not expected to deliver at the scale required by 2030.
There is a stronger emphasis on engagement with land managers, with NatureScot increasing activity through operations teams. However, questions remain about capacity and whether the approach is too reactive.

The internal position paper will not be published at this stage. Instead, it will be maintained as a live document to support ongoing engagement. Careful messaging is needed to maintain pressure on delivery without undermining the 30x30 commitment itself.

Next steps include revising the paper, reconvening the 30x30 group, and feeding back to Scottish Government and NatureScot. Updated Nature30 guidance is expected shortly following recent panel and committee meetings.

AP: Juliet to get DHE slides from Dave Genney and organise a meeting with Dave Genney and Lisa Davidson.

1. AOB

Pint and a Panic event is scheduled on evening of 19th May at Teuchters Landing in Edinburgh.

There was discussion about media engagement beyond mainstream outlets. Wildlife crime was noted to be half the level of four years ago, which is being presented positively. There was also discussion of pushback on recent coverage of red deer impacts, and the importance of coordinated input from LINK members to prevent issues being sidelined.

Two new appointments have been made to the Natural England board. Barbara Young, former RSPB CEO, is now Chair of Forestry Commission England.

A consultation on the Biodiversity Metric is expected in the summer.

The importance of citizen science data was highlighted, including Buglife’s interaction with SEPA. The next State of Nature report is currently expected in late 2027. 
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