LINK INNS Group Meeting
27 April 10.00 – 11.00

Attendees: Juliet Caldwell (LINK), Paul Walton (RSPB Scotland), David Smith (Buglife), Rob Stubbs (SWBG), Kirsty Richards (SWT), Bruce Wilson (SWT), Annie Robinson (CIEEM), Erin Shott (Plantlife)

1. Reflections on the INNS Action Plan
Members expressed mixed but largely critical views of the Scottish INNS Action Plan. While the overall framework was seen as broadly sound, there is significant concern that the process and outcomes fall short of what is needed for effective delivery.
Members highlighted weaknesses in the consultation and development process. There was a perception that engagement was rushed and that evidence and stakeholder input were not fully reflected in the final plan. Some members also noted concern that the plan was published before key findings from Environmental Standards Scotland (expected in the summer) were available, limiting alignment with emerging evidence and scrutiny.
A consistent theme was the absence of a clear delivery plan. While the strategy identifies priorities such as early warning and rapid response, it does not translate these into operational actions, timelines or resourcing commitments. Members felt this risks repeating long-standing challenges where policy ambition is not matched by implementation.
There were also concerns about trust and coordination across the system. Members described a lack of integration between INNS action and wider land management frameworks, particularly in agriculture and landscape-scale delivery. Existing mechanisms for coordinated action were seen as underdeveloped or inconsistently applied.

2. SBS Tracker Text
There will be 12 focused actions in LINK’s SBS Tracker which is launching at the end of May. There was agreement that the SBS tracker should be a bit more critical in its framing of INNS delivery.
ESS has called for updates to the Code of Practice under the WANE Act, and members highlighted this as a key lever for strengthening accountability. There was support for using the tracker to actively monitor whether agencies are improving delivery rather than simply documenting commitments.
A recurring proposal was the need for a centre of expertise on INNS to provide coordination, technical input and oversight of delivery. This was linked to wider concerns about fragmented responsibility and inconsistent implementation.
Members agreed on the importance of drawing together consultation responses into a clear set of priority actions for ESS and for the SBS tracker, with a stronger focus on prevention, delivery mechanisms, and system accountability. AP: Juliet to circulate draft asks paper + updated SBS Tracker text for comment.
Key upcoming engagement points were noted, including meetings with Stuart McQuarrie from NatureScot (July) and Diarmid O’Neill (ENFOR, Scot Gov). AP: Paul to contact ESS to let them know LINK will be sending a response to the INNS Action Plan.
There was also agreement that mainstreaming of INNS across related policy areas should be explicitly tracked, rather than treated as a standalone issue.

3. PfG Ask: Rapid Response Fund
There was discussion around a proposed Programme for Government priority: the creation of an Invasive Non-Native Species Rapid Response Fund.
The proposal is for a small, ring-fenced fund that can be accessed within weeks to support early containment or eradication of new invasive species incursions. Delivery would likely sit with NatureScot or a designated operational body, enabling rapid deployment of resources when new risks are identified.
The rationale is that current funding mechanisms are too slow and project-based, meaning Scotland often misses the narrow window where eradication is still feasible. Once species become established, costs increase significantly and management becomes long-term rather than preventative.
Members noted that this would be a relatively low-cost intervention compared to the avoided costs of long-term control. However, there was discussion about how such a fund would be accessed in practice, particularly by local authorities and land managers, and how capacity constraints could be addressed.
There was also discussion about whether this should be linked to an expanded role for the existing INNS inspectorate, which could potentially act as a coordinating and decision-making hub for rapid response actions. The group will need to decide whether this should be taken forward as a formal LINK PfG priority.

4. AOB
There was interest in organising an INNS site visit for Nature Champions in the next Parliament.
Paul noted upcoming work on a rhododendron-focused report and wider emerging threats, including grey squirrel expansion, Sitka spruce spread and feral species risks. These reinforce the need for earlier intervention and stronger prevention systems.




