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1 Purpose/Executive Summary 

 
1.1 This paper presents the post-consultation draft of the Council’s Ecology Strategy and 

Action Plan.  The paper asks Members to note the positive response to the public 
consultation and asks that the Economy and Infrastructure Committee approve the 
Strategy and associated actions. 
 

2 Recommendations 
 

2.1 Members are asked to: 
 
i. Note the content of the draft Ecology Strategy and Actions contained therein; 
ii. Note the response to the public consultation; and  
iii. Adopt the draft Ecology Strategy and Action Plan as detailed in Appendix 2.  

 
3 Implications 

 
3.1 Resource – The Ecology Strategy sets out ambitious actions to tackle biodiversity 

loss and address the ecological emergency.  This reflects the Council’s position as 
set out in the Administration Programme for 2022-2027, which recognises the 
importance of accelerating our response to climate and ecological emergencies. 
Current resourcing across key services will enable steady progress on the actions 
identified with additional resources recently secured to deliver the biodiversity 
requirements of NPF4.  Funding for several key positions is, however, due to end 
over the next 6 months and this will impact officer’s ability to progress a number of 
the wider actions outlined in the action plan at pace.  At this juncture, new funding 
opportunities and mechanisms will need to be identified to avoid having to scale back 
our ambition to deliver a nature-positive and climate resilient Highland. 
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3.2 Legal – All public bodies have a duty under the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 
2004 to further the conservation of biodiversity when carrying out their responsibilities 
and the Council has a statutory requirement to report against its biodiversity duty.  
 
The draft Scottish Biodiversity Strategy (SBS) and Action Plan have set the ambitious 
goal for Scotland to be nature positive by 2030 and restore and regenerate 
biodiversity by 2045.  The SBS Action Plan will be underpinned by statutory targets 
set out in the Natural Environment Bill, expected in the near future.  It is likely that a 
number of these targets will be applicable to local authorities – the Ecology Strategy 
may require updating to reflect such targets should they emerge.  
  

3.3 Community (Equality, Poverty, Rural and Island) – Tackling the nature crisis, 
restoring habitat, and reversing biodiversity loss has many positive benefits across all 
Highland communities.  Incorporating nature-based solutions helps tackle sea level 
rise and flooding, and improved biodiversity makes our communities greener, 
healthier, and more attractive places to live, work, and visit.  
 

3.4 Climate Change / Carbon Clever – Climate change and the ecological emergency 
are twin reinforcing crises with biodiversity loss exacerbating the climate crisis, and 
vice versa.  Likewise, our actions to reverse biodiversity loss will also help tackle the 
climate emergency; healthy habitats that sequester and store carbon are essential if 
we are to decarbonise.  
 

3.5 Risk - Failure to proactively address the climate and ecological emergency across all 
service delivery areas carries significant reputational risk, particularly considering the 
increasing political ambition at both local and national levels around the nature 
agenda.  In addition, failure to take a proactive approach to the ecological emergency 
and tackling biodiversity loss will limit opportunities to secure external funding and 
limits our ability to deliver green and attractive places that promote mental and 
physical wellbeing.  
 

3.6 Health and Safety (risks arising from changes to plant, equipment, process, or 
people) – No implications. 
 

3.7 Gaelic – Gaelic headings and sub-headings will be added throughout. 
 

4 Impacts 

4.1 In Highland, all policies, strategies or service changes are subject to an integrated 
screening for impact for Equalities, Poverty and Human Rights, Children’s Rights and 
Wellbeing, Climate Change, Islands and Mainland Rural Communities, and Data 
Protection.  Where identified as required, a full impact assessment will be 
undertaken.  
  

4.2 Considering impacts is a core part of the decision-making process and needs to 
inform the decision-making process.  When taking any decision, Members must give 
due regard to the findings of any assessment. 
 

4.3 Integrated Impact Assessment - Summary  
 

4.3.1 An Integrated Impact Assessment screening has been undertaken on 30 September 
2024.  The conclusions have been subject to the relevant Manager Review and 
Approval.  
 



4.3.2 The Screening process has concluded that no Integrated Impact Assessment is 
needed.  Members are asked to consider the summary in Appendix 1 to support 
the decision-making process. 
 

4.3.3 Impact Assessment Area Conclusion of Screening/Full Assessment 
 

Equality • Children and Young People – no impact  
• Children affected by disability – no impact 
• Older adults – no impact 

Socio-economic no impact 
Human Rights no impact 
Children’s Rights and Well-
being 

no impact 

Island and Mainland Rural no impact 
Climate Change Positive  
Data Rights no impact 
 

5 Background 

5.1 The twin climate and nature crises are interlinked and reinforcing; a decline in 
biodiversity will exacerbate the climate crisis, and a changing climate will accelerate 
the rate of biodiversity loss.  However, a changing climate is only one of the direct 
drivers of biodiversity loss.  The changing use of sea and land, over-exploitation, 
pollution, invasive non-native species, and habitat fragmentation all contribute to the 
steep decline in our biodiversity.  
 

5.2 The World Economic Forum's Global Risk Report (2024) identifies biodiversity loss 
and ecosystem collapse as the third most significant threat humanity will face in the 
next ten years.  Healthy ecosystems provide many vital services, including pollution 
reduction, seed dispersal, climate regulation, water purification, preventing and 
mitigating flooding, nutrient cycling, and pest control.  Biodiversity provides many of 
our essential needs, such as food, energy, shelter, and medicine, and is integral to 
our economy, health, and well-being. 
 

5.3 The 2023 State of Nature Report identified significant declines in Scotland's 
biodiversity, with Scotland and the UK having some of the poorest biodiversity 
intactness ratings in the world.  It shows that the number of species and their 
geographic spread in Scotland have declined overall, with 1 in 9 species threatened 
with extinction.  Between 1986 and 2019, the population of our seabirds declined by 
49%, and with the recent bird flu epidemic, this decline is likely to be much higher.  
The distribution of flowering plants has been reduced by 47%, leading to ever 
smaller, more vulnerable populations, and 75% of our peatlands are degraded. 
 

5.4 The actions we take to address both the climate and biodiversity crises are 
fundamental to our well-being and survival.  By integrating biodiversity conservation 
measures into the Council’s activities to address the direct and indirect drivers of 
biodiversity loss, we will achieve our net zero targets sooner. 
 

  



5.5 The Council has started to make progress in responding to this threat.  In 2019, the 
Council declared a climate and ecological emergency; in 2022, the ecological 
emergency was added to the Council's Corporate Risk Register.  In early 2023 the 
Council became a signatory to the Edinburgh Declaration, underlining on the world 
stage its commitment to tackling the ecological emergency and reverse biodiversity 
loss.  
 

5.6 Following a series of workshops, including with Members and external partners and 
stakeholders, the draft Ecology Strategy and Action Plan was approved for 12-week 
public consultation at the Economy & Infrastructure Committee on 2 May 2024. 
 

6 Consultation Process 

6.1 The public consultation was launched via The Council’s consultation portal on 20 
June 2024.  The consultation was publicised via press releases through the Council’s 
Corporate Communications Team, promoted social media posts (including LinkedIn) 
and through the professional networks of individual Highland Council Officers.  Other 
organisations, such as The Highland Environment Forum (including NatureScot, 
Scottish Forestry and High Life Highland), were invited to respond and share the 
consultation through their networks.  
 

6.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On 20 August, an online consultation event for Community Councils was held 
allowing Community Councils to respond to the Ecology Strategy directly and make 
suggestions to and ask questions of representatives of the Council's Environment 
Team.  Following enthusiastic debate around the Council’s responsibility for the 
surrounding marine environment, a second consultation event focused on this topic 
was held on 26 September.  
 
On 22 August, an online consultation event for Highland Environment Forum (HEF) 
gave representatives of the various organisations represented by HEF – including 
NatureScot, Scottish Forestry and High Life Highland – the same opportunity. 
 

6.3 
 

The public consultation closed on 30 September.  In addition to receiving 
contributions through the consultation portal and organised workshops, comments 
and queries were also received via email.  After the consultation closed, the 
Environment Team reviewed and, where appropriate, incorporated contributions into 
the draft Strategy. 
 

6.4 A second Member’s workshop was help on 3 October to review the Strategy in light of 
consultation comments with final changes being made as result. 
 

7 Main Issues 

7.1 There was a strong consensus from all respondents supporting the Ecology Strategy 
and most welcomed the development of a Council Strategy to address the ecological 
emergency, although some felt that the Council should be taking more and broader 
actions to address current ecological challenges. 
 

7.2 A number of updates have been made to the Strategy where issues have changed or 
where actions have already been progressed and/or completed, for example updating 
sections on the Flow Country World Heritage Site following its inscription and the 
Nature Restoration Fund following its removal for 2024/25.  Timelines for individual 
actions have, where possible, also been tightened to allow progress to be tracked 
more clearly.   



7.3 One of the most frequent comments related to the marine environment and the need 
for it to feature more prominently in the Strategy.  Although it remains the case that 
our direct responsibility for the marine environment/marine ecosystems is limited, we 
have sought to strengthen our commitment in this regard.  Reference is now made to 
the marine environment throughout the Strategy, and a new section focused on 
marine planning and policy has been included. 
 

7.4 In reference to comments made relating to climate change adaptation, more explicit 
reference has been made in the Strategy to the importance of nature-based solutions 
in helping the region adapt to environmental challenges, especially sea level rise, and 
coastal erosion.  Reference to opportunities related to blue carbon have also been 
strengthened, such as the salt marsh code, reflecting the increasing importance of 
blue carbon ecosystems in the fight against climate change. 
 

7.5 Comments were received relating to length of the Making Space for Nature section 
and the large number of actions associated with this goal.  This section has now been 
subdivided with planning-related matters included as a new Action.  
 

7.6 The impact of tourism on the environment was raised by a number of respondents, 
and reference to the Council's forthcoming Sustainable Tourism Strategy, which will 
seek to address concerns around the impact of tourism and support sustainable 
practices, has been included. 
 

7.7 New text to communicate the Council's actions on the environmental management of 
its estate has been added, including noting the risks of tick-borne infections and 
disease. 
  

7.8 A strong theme from the consultation was the clear and welcome desire for more 
engagement between community groups and the Council on biodiversity projects and 
initiatives.  In response to this, we have included additional text in the Communication 
section to outline the Council’s dedication to unlocking the potential of the 
enthusiasm, knowledge and expertise that exists within our local communities.  
 

7.9 Finally, feedback on the design of the document highlighted that some sections were 
difficult to read due to font size and background colour.  We have taken advice to 
make adjustments, ensuring the document is more accessible to a wider audience.  
 

8 Next Steps 

8.1 Subject to Committee approval, the Ecology Strategy and Action Plan as in 
Appendix 2 will be formally adopted. 
 

8.2 The Strategy recognises that the ecological emergency is a constantly evolving issue, 
and the Strategy will be kept as a live and agile document. Actions will be regularly 
reviewed in order to adapt to new or revised threats, incorporate new actions and 
activities, and consider new and emerging opportunities and projects to drive forward 
our response to the ecological emergency.  
 

  



8.3 Following adoption, progress against the Action Plan will be reported to the Economy 
and Infrastructure Committee and/or the Climate Change Committee on an annual 
basis.  
 

 Designation: Assistant Chief Executive – Place 
 
Date:     14 October 2024 
 
Author:    Andrew Puls, Environment Team Leader 
     Joe Perry, Environment Project Manager 
 
Background Papers: None 
 
Appendices:    Appendix 1 – Integrated Impact Assessment  
     Appendix 2 – Ecology Strategy and Action Plan 
 

 
 



Integrated Impact Assessment Screening  

About proposal

What does this proposal relate to? Strategy, Action or delivery plan

Proposal name: Ecology Strategy and Action Plan

High level summary of the proposal: Strategy and Action Plan for the Council to tackle the
ecological emergency, to reverse biodiversity loss and support a nature-positive Highland.

Who may be affected by the proposal? Council services, some Council residents (in relation to
greenspace

Start date of proposal: 06/11/2023

End date of proposal: 14/11/2024

Does this proposal result in a change or impact to one or more Council service?  Yes

Which Council services will be impacted by this proposal? Place

Does this relate to an existing proposal? No

Author details

Name: Andrew Puls

Job title: Environment Team Leader

Email address: Andrew.Puls@highland.gov.uk

Service: Place

Responsible officer details

Name: Nicole Wallace

Job title: Service Lead, Environment, dev Plans and Sustainable Travel

Email address: Nicole.Wallace@highland.gov.uk

Sign off date: 2024-10-01

Equalities, poverty, and human rights

Protected characteristics



Select what impact the proposal will have on the following protected characteristics: 

Sex: No impact

Age: No impact

Disability: No impact

Religion or belief: No impact

Race: No impact

Sexual orientation: No impact

Gender reassignment: No impact

Pregnancy and maternity: No impact

Marriage and civil partnership: No impact

Protected characteristics impact details: No impact / not applicable

Poverty and socio-economic

What impact is the proposal likely to have on the following? 

Prospects and opportunities: No impact

Places: No impact

Financial: No impact

Poverty and socio-economic impact details: No impact / not applicable

Human rights

Which of the below human rights will be affected by this proposal? No human rights will be
affected

What impact do you consider this proposal to have on the human rights of people? No
impact

Human rights impact details: No impact / not applicable

Equalities, poverty and human rights screening assessment

What impact do you think there will be to equalities, poverty and human rights?  No impact

Is a Full Impact Assessment required? No

Children's rights and wellbeing

What likely impact will the proposal have on children and young people? Children and young



people will have improved access to nature

Which of the below children's rights will be affected by the proposal? No children's rights will
be affected

Explain how the children's rights selected above will be affected: 

Children's rights and wellbeing screening assessment

What impact do you think there will be to children's rights and wellbeing? No impact

Is a Full Impact Assessment required? No

Data protection

Will your proposal involve processing personal data? No

Data protection screening assessment

What change will there be to the way personal data is processed? New data will be processed

Is a Full Impact Assessment required? No

Island and mainland rural communities

Does your proposal impact island and mainland rural communities? Yes

Could people in island and mainland rural communities be affected differently?No

Have any negative impacts been identified?No

Island and mainland rural communities screening assessment

What impact do you think there will be to island and mainland rural communities? Minor
differences

Is a Full Impact Assessment required? No

Climate change

Does the proposal involve activities that could impact on greenhouse gas emissions
(CO2e)?  Yes

Does the proposal have the potential to affect the environment, wildlife or biodiversity?  Yes

Does the proposal have the potential to influence resilience to extreme weather or changing
climate? Yes



Provide information regarding your selection above: Climate change and the ecological
emergency are twin reinforcing crises; our actions to reverse biodiversity loss will also help tackle
the climate emergency.The Ecology Strategy seeks to create, support and reinstate healthy
habitats that sequester and store carbon, as well as nature-based solutions to takling issues such
as sea level rise and flooding.

Climate change screening assessment

Have you identified potential impact for any of the areas above or marked any as not
known? Yes

Is a Full Impact Assessment required? No
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