
 

 

RURAL AFFAIRS, CLIMATE CHANGE AND ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEE 

Aileen McLeod MSP 
Minister for the Environment, Climate 
Change and Land Reform 

   

c/o Clerk to the Committee 
Room T3.40 

The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh  
EH99 1SP 

Tel: (0131) 348 5240 
e-mail: 

racce.committee@scottish.parliament.uk 

7 May 2015 

Dear Aileen 

Implementation of the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy 

Following our work on Scotland’s Biodiversity Strategy1 in 2013 the Rural Affairs, 
Climate Change and Environment (RACCE) Committee agreed as part of our work 
programme to hold follow up sessions with stakeholders2 and yourself3 on the 
progress being made towards the implementation of the strategy. The Committee’s 
views and recommendations are set out below. 

Targets and vision 
The Committee heard concerns from stakeholders about Scotland’s ability to meet 
its biodiversity targets for 2020 and, while we heard that progress has been made 
towards the achievement of these targets, their view is that more work is required. 
Stakeholders believe that incentives, light touch regulation and further clarity on what 
we need to do to achieve the targets is essential.   

1 Scottish Government, 2020 Challenge for Scotland's Biodiversity, Available at: 
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Environment/Wildlife-Habitats/biodiversity/BiodiversityStrategy. 
2 Scottish Parliament Rural Affairs, Climate Change and Environment Committee, Official Report 18 
March 2015,  Available at:  
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=9865&mode=pdf. 
3 Scottish Parliament Rural Affairs, Climate Change and Environment Committee, Official Report 25 
March 2015,  Available at:  
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=9880&mode=pdf. 
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The Committee is grateful to you for sharing a pre-publication draft of the Scottish 
Government’s “Scotland’s Biodiversity – a Route Map to 2020”4 which sets out the 
“six big steps” for nature along with a number of priority collaborative projects that 
the Scottish Government and partners are undertaking to improve the state of nature 
and help towards meeting the 2020 targets. However, some stakeholders raised 
concerns that the Route Map does not appear to put land managers at the heart of 
the strategy. The Committee recommends that further consideration is given as 
to how the Route Map could be improved to put land managers at the heart of 
the strategy and to encourage and support active engagement with 
individuals, agencies and partners. 

The Committee is concerned that the Route Map, as currently drafted, will not inspire 
individual members of the public and enable them to understand how they can make 
a difference to the biodiversity of Scotland. While acknowledging this version of the 
Route Map is primarily for agencies and Non-Governmental Organisations, the 
Committee considers that the level of detail it contains could make it confusing and 
off-putting to members of the public who want to know how they can make a 
difference. We welcome your commitment to ensure that, once published, the 
contents of the Route Map will be disseminated and communicated in a way 
that makes it understandable for people to clearly see what actions they can 
take. 

The Committee also heard concerns that many of the 12 priority projects are already 
underway and that additional new projects are needed to enable us to meet our 2020 
targets. We recommend that further consideration is given to identifying and 
implementing new projects, in discussion with stakeholders. The Committee 
also recommends that further consideration is given to the use of 
mechanisms, such as incentives and regulation, to support the 
implementation of the strategy. 

We note that biodiversity targets contribute directly to the National 
Performance Framework and we may reflect on this in other areas of our work 
programme. 

Mainstreaming and biodiversity duty reporting 
The Committee understands that only 34 public bodies (including 25 local 
authorities) have notified the Scottish Government of the publication of the 
Biodiversity Duty Report they are required to prepare and publish every 3 years.  
During evidence sessions on biodiversity in 2013, the Committee heard of the 
importance of mainstreaming biodiversity duties throughout Scottish Government 
departments, local authorities and other public bodies. It is clear to the Committee 
that stakeholders consider there is still a disconnect between national and 
local biodiversity processes and that the link between the two requires to be 
strengthened. 

4 Letter from the Minister for Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform.  Available at: 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_RuralAffairsClimateChangeandEnvironmentCommittee/General
%20Documents/Letter_from_Minister_on_SBS_Route_Map(1).pdf 
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The Committee wrote to the previous Minister for Environment and Climate Change5 
recommending that, wherever possible, the roles and responsibilities of public bodies 
in relation to their biodiversity duties should be made clear, for example in relation to 
Non Departmental Public Bodies this should be set out in the grant-in-aid letter, and 
we are disappointed to hear that this recommendation has not been taken 
forward. 

The Committee remains concerned that a significant majority of public bodies 
are failing to produce and publish a Biodiversity Duty Report. We welcome 
confirmation that you are soon to commission research to evaluate the 
compliance and quality of the Biodiversity Duty Reports and we welcome your 
commitment to review the guidance to public bodies to make it easier for them 
to report. The Committee recommends that you ensure reference to roles and 
responsibilities in relation to biodiversity duties are included in grant-in-aid 
letters and we recommend that you give consideration to imposing sanctions 
on those who fail to publish a report. 

The Committee believes that dedicated local authority biodiversity officers play a 
valuable role in bringing together all the activities and projects that are being 
undertaken in their areas. We questioned whether a lack of such officers may be 
linked to the 7 local authorities who have yet to inform the Scottish Government of 
their Biodiversity Duty Report. The Committee welcomes your undertaking to 
look into this matter further and report back to us on the number of full time 
equivalent biodiversity officers employed in local authorities in Scotland and 
we look forward to receiving your response. 

Invasive Non Native Species 
We agree with you that tackling the spread of Invasive Non Native Species (INNS) is 
a key pressure on biodiversity. Most stakeholders we heard from believe that the 
issue of INNS should remain a priority. For example the Forestry Commission stated 
that if it stopped its work in relation to rhododendron, there would be serious 
implications, not just for the biodiversity and status of designated sites, but for 
biodiversity in general. A similar view was expressed by Dr Robeson of the Tweed 
Forum in relation to the work it had been doing to tackle and control giant hogweed 
and Japanese knotweed. 

The Scottish Wildlife Trust considered that, while certain INNS are key threats, the 
decision on where to use resources to tackle them should be made at a catchment 
level and that other matters such as national ecological networks and the restoration 
of habitat and ecosystem health could be considered more important than tackling 
INNS. 

We also heard that cooperation in tackling INNS was vital if resources were to be 
used efficiently and that there is no point in one land manager dedicating resources 
to tackling INNS if their neighbour was not. We were interested to hear that one of 
the ecosystem health indicators that are being looked at by Scottish Natural Heritage 

5 Letter to the Minister for Environment and Climate Change, 18 March 2013. Available 
at:http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_RuralAffairsClimateChangeandEnvironmentCommittee/Gener
al%20Documents/2013.03.18_RACCE_Convener_to_Minister_on_Biodiversity.pdf. 
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(SNH) is the collection of data on the distribution of various species, which will be 
charted over time and made publicly available online. This will provide useful 
information on changes in the number and types of INNS in different areas. We 
agree that being able to access this localised information will be valuable in 
helping land managers see whether or not others in the area are tackling INNS 
and it will help them decide where to focus their efforts to maximum effect. We 
look forward to receiving an update on progress. 

We welcome your clarification on the importance of carefully assessing and 
prioritising the tackling of INNS at a national level to ensure that expensive 
commitments deliver value for money and can be sustained. We agree that specific 
projects require to be carried out at a landscape level and need to be carefully co-
ordinated and monitored to ensure there is no duplicated effort.   

At the meeting on 25 March 2015 you agreed to meet with Alex Fergusson 
separately to discuss the on-going issue with American signal crayfish on Loch Ken 
in his constituency. We welcome this and look forward to receiving an update on 
the matter as we are aware that not only are American signal crayfish highly 
destructive to local ecosystems but their invasive nature means this may 
become a national issue if effective and urgent steps are not taken. 

Natural Capital Agenda and Natural Capital Asset Index 
When the Committee wrote to your predecessor setting out its views on the 
proposed Biodiversity Strategy in March 2013 we agreed that the Natural Capital 
Asset Index was an important part of understanding how our actions are impacting 
on biodiversity and the capacity of the environment to provide ecosystem services.  
We encouraged the Scottish Government to develop tools and guidance that would 
enable decision makers to better understand the impact of developments and 
policies on ecosystems services. We heard from stakeholders at our recent evidence 
session that there is still a need for consistent interpretation of natural capital and 
ecosystems services and for us to ensure that the right information is shared with the 
right people.   

We also heard in written evidence that the Natural Capital Agenda offers a potential 
mechanism to bridge the gulf between land managers and conservationists to help 
align the desired outcomes of both groups along with a concern that similar issues 
exist between users of the marine environment and conservationists and the 
Committee sought your views on how the strategy will address issues between users 
of them. We note that this area falls under the remit of the Cabinet Secretary for 
Rural Affairs, Food and Environment and welcome your undertaking to 
respond in writing to us setting out the approach adopted by Marine Scotland 
on how it works with the fishing sector and environmental groups. 

We sought your views on how the concept of Natural Capital could be made more 
tangible and enable land managers to more easily buy into biodiversity. The 
Committee agrees that Natural Capital plays a valuable role in underpinning our 
economy and wellbeing. However, we remain concerned that sufficient 
economic support for the smaller land managers such as crofters and hill 
farmers to enable them to address Natural Capital is lacking. The Committee 
seeks information from you on what action will be taken to support these 
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groups and on what action will be taken to make Natural Capital more tangible 
to all land managers including crofters and farmers. We also seek information 
on the development of tools and guidance to enable decision makers to better 
understand the impact of developments and policies on ecosystems services.    

Indicators and data 
The Committee heard from stakeholders of the importance of indicators and data in 
meeting the challenges of biodiversity. We also heard that many of the reporting 
mechanisms used have been at a national level, but that local level data was more 
useful to land managers on the ground. James Davidson from Aberdeenshire 
Council expressed the view that through his work on the land use strategy pilot, 
access to local data and indicators would allow more effective targeting of resources, 
effort and action. We are pleased to hear that SNH is working to develop smaller 
resolution indicators that will help us consider issues at a local level and, 
while the set of indicators will still be presented at a national level, the ability 
to scale them back to a more detailed and useful level will be possible.  

We recognise the value of having national and local indicators and data but 
firmly believe that we must also continue and extend practical action on the 
ground and not seek to postpone action at a local level until we feel we have 
sufficient information. 

The Committee strongly agrees with stakeholders that the ability to monitor and react 
quickly to new and emerging threats is also critical to protecting biodiversity. We had 
previously expressed our concern around the decline in taxonomic expertise in 
Scotland which leaves a skills gap in the identification and biological classification of 
different species and therefore our ability to monitor and react to challenges and 
threats. We heard that this is still a concern to stakeholders who believe an increase 
in taxonomic resource is essential. It appears to the Committee that there are still 
gaps in expertise in this area that require to be addressed. We heard from Professor 
Thompson of SNH that they and the Scottish Government are acutely aware of this 
issue and we note the examples you provided of the action that is being taken. This 
issue of a lack of taxonomic expertise remains of concern to us, and we seek 
your views on what more can be done as a matter of urgency to address this 
skills gap which exists due to the decline in the number of taxonomists in 
Scotland. 

The role of education in promoting biodiversity 
The Committee agrees with stakeholders that investment in our children’s education 
in relation to biodiversity is fundamental. We previously raised this in our letter in 
2013 and were pleased to receive confirmation from your predecessor that he would 
seek to reflect the role of outdoor learning in the Curriculum for Excellence and the 
potential for teaching young people about nature, particularly at secondary school. 
We are pleased to hear you share a similar view. We note that Professor 
Thompson referred to a “huge amount being done through the curriculum to 
improve awareness educationally”, and we seek further information from you 
on what this action entails.   
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The Committee also asked how different initiatives, such as forest schools and 
outdoor nurseries, are drawn together, and you undertook to speak with your 
Ministerial colleagues and provide follow up information to us. We welcome 
this commitment from you. 

At the end of our evidence session you undertook to provide us with a written update 
on issues highlighted by the Committee in our letter to your predecessor in 2013.  
These are set out below— 

• The national ecological network; 
• The strategic programme for re-establishing species driven to local and 

national extinction;  
• Progress on work being undertaken to restore degraded ecosystems; 

and 
• Progress on tackling marine biodiversity. 

We look forward to receiving your response to the points raised in this letter and 
further information on the timescale for publication of the Scottish Government’s 
“Scotland’s Biodiversity – a Route Map to 2020”. 

Yours sincerely 

 

Rob Gibson MSP 
Convener 
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