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Highland Biodiversity Partnership

Minute of Meeting held on Wednesday 27 June 2007

2.00pm, Council Chamber, Town House, Inverness

Present

Cllr Ian Ross
Highland Council, (Chairman)

Ro Scott
Scottish Natural Heritage

Bill Taylor
Highlands & Islands Enterprise

Dr James Merryweather
Skye & Lochalsh Environmental Forum

Simon McKelvey
Ross & Cromarty (East) Biodiversity Group

Dr Ian Milne
Scottish Environment Protection Agency

Stephen Corcoran
Cairngorms Biodiversity Partnership

David Wright
Scottish Executive Rural Payments & Inspections Directorate

Ian Mitchell
Sutherland Partnership Biodiversity Group

Diane Campbell
Community Woodlands Association

Alastair Stewart
Lochaber Biodiversity Group

Lloyd Gudgeon
Wester Ross Environment Network

Richard Wallace
Forestry Commission Scotland
George Hamilton
Highland Council

Janet Bromham
Highland Council

Apologies

Kate Gordon-Rogers
Scottish Rural Property & Business Association

Moira Baptie
Forestry Commission Scotland

David Glass
Caithness Biodiversity Group

William Sutherland
Sutherland Partnership Biodiversity Group

Iain Turnbull
Skye & Lochalsh Environmental Forum

Lorna Anness
Lochaber Biodiversity Group

Cllr Margaret Davidson
Partnership for Rural Inverness & Nairn

Susan Davies
Scottish Natural Heritage

Graham Neville
Scottish Natural Heritage

Jonathan Willet
Highland Council
1. Welcome & Introduction
The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting; particularly new members James Merryweather, who has taken over from Iain Turnbull as Chairman of the Skye & Lochalsh Environmental Forum; and Ian Mitchell, Simon McKelvey and Alastair Stewart, who were representing the Sutherland, Easter Ross and Lochaber Biodiversity Groups at the meeting.

He advised those present that Kate Gordon-Rogers was standing down as the SRPBA representative on the Group, and that this was her last day with the Association.  He thanked Kate for her input to the Local Biodiversity Action Plans and the Partnership over the last few years, and asked Janet to invite her replacement to the next meeting of the Partnership.  He also advised members that Susan Davies and Graham Neville would be taking over from Jeff Watson and Eileen Stuart as SNH representatives on the Group.  Unfortunately, neither could make this meeting but he hoped they would be able to represent SNH at future Partnership meetings.
The Chairman explained that the purpose of this meeting was to receive feedback from the Highland Biodiversity Forum meeting on 28 April, to find out about the HLF funding bid and other opportunities for local biodiversity projects, to agree a way of providing additional support to local biodiversity groups, to hear an update from the Scientific & Technical Advisory Group (STAG), and to agree the next steps for the Partnership.

2. Minute of Last Meeting
The minute of the last meeting held on Wednesday 4 October 2006 was accepted as a true record of the discussion.  The Action Points were discharged or on the agenda, with the exception of three which are ongoing:
AP1
The Management Sub Group will discuss and rank the strategic projects outlined in the Highland LBAP Review to determine which ought to be delivered first.  The Management Sub Group has ranked the projects, but work to date has concentrated on the submission of the HLF funding bid.  AP1 The Management Sub Group was tasked with working up the strategic and pan-Highland projects for discussion at the next Partnership meeting.
AP6
JB/JW to approach potential local funders.  A paper highlighting potential sources of funding prepared by SNH was circulated at the Forum and is available on the website www.highlandbiodiversity.com.  Funding bids for strategic projects are yet to be worked up, as this will follow discussions at the next Management Sub Group and Partnership meetings.  AP2 The Management Sub Group will approach potential funders once agreement has been reached on which strategic projects to take forward.
AP7
JW to draft a short paper highlighting the importance of biodiversity in Highland, for circulation to Partnership members and members of Scottish Environment Link to help them lobby for additional funding at the highest level.  AP3 Jonathan will draft a short paper highlighting the importance of biodiversity in Highland for the next meeting.
3. Matters Arising
Simon McKelvey drew the Partnership’s attention to a strategic issue affecting the biodiversity of rivers across Highland, the loss of riparian woodland in the upper river catchments.  This is a big issue that cannot be dealt with under SEPA’s river basin management planning work.  He circulated a paper (Annex 1) proposing a demonstration site at Achnasheen that has been submitted to the Landfill Communities Fund (discussed under item 6).

Members agreed that natural regeneration, planting and fencing works to enhance native woodland in the upper river catchments ought to be eligible for funding under Tier 2 and Tier 3 of the forthcoming Rural Development Contracts, and there may be scope for joint projects to address this next year.  They were content that the Management Group include this as a strategic project and work up a proposal on this basis for discussion at the next Partnership meeting (AP1).
4. Highland Biodiversity Forum
George Hamilton gave an update from the Highland Biodiversity Forum, which was held on Saturday 21 April 2007 (report previously circulated).  He said that the Consultants had received a lot of positive feedback from those present, and that the format of morning presentations followed by afternoon workshops seemed to work well.
The Chairman thanked Kenny Taylor for chairing the Forum event in his absence (due to the Election), and also Highland Council for funding the event and Hazel Bews from Rowantree Consulting for organizing it.  He then invited comments from other members who had attended.

Ro said that she had found the Forum useful, and suggested that future meetings incorporate a brief introduction to biodiversity for new members.  Bill cautioned against expanding the Forum too much, but said that it would be helpful to get the programme out earlier and don’t truncate the afternoon workshop session.

The Chairman had received a comment from David Jardine regarding the timing of the Forum.  The feedback from those present was that it was as good as any time, but members recognized that this represented the views of those that could attend.  Members agreed to hold annual Forum meetings of this sort, looking at the March / April period in Inverness.  AP4 Janet will speak with David and try to accommodate his wishes regarding timing of future Forum meetings.
5. Communities Project for Highland Biodiversity
Janet Bromham said that the Management Sub Group had worked up a funding bid with Sally Northcott and members of the local biodiversity groups.  The bid was submitted to the Heritage Lottery Fund in February, and was approved in May.  The ‘Communities Project for Highland Biodiversity’ started in June, and receives match funding from Highland Council, Scottish Natural Heritage, Highlands & Islands Enterprise and RSPB Scotland.  It is a three year £100,000 programme, supporting 24 local biodiversity projects.  Highland Council is hosting the project and managing the budget on behalf of the Highland Biodiversity Partnership, but the individual projects will be delivered by representatives from the local groups and other identified volunteers.
Members suggested that a press release ought to be issued soon, and that the funders could co-ordinate opportunities to maximize press coverage.  AP5 Janet will draft and circulate a press release following the meeting.
6. Landfill Communities Fund
The Chairman informed Partnership members that the Council has agreed to spend all its landfill tax fund on biodiversity projects.  The ‘Landfill Communities Fund’ supports practical, site-based habitat works, and the Council is looking for applications of around £10,000, with a total budget of £50,000 to £60,000 per annum.  He thanked SNH for providing the ‘Third Party’ support, which means that 100% funding is available, and asked Janet to circulate an explanatory leaflet with the minute of the meeting.  AP6 Janet will circulate the Landfill Communities Leaflet.
Ian Mitchell asked whether projects had to be located within ten miles of a registered landfill site.  Janet answered that the position is unclear, anyone with a project idea ought to get in touch and Council staff will explore all appropriate measures to help projects get approved.
The Chairman suggested that whilst we don’t want to cut across existing structures, there ought to be a strong guide from the Partnership as to the projects that were coming forward.  Richard suggested that there may be a role for the Management Sub Group here.  AP7 George was asked to liaise with appropriate Council staff over Partnership input to the Landfill Communities Fund.
7. Capacity Building

Janet introduced Paper 1 entitled ‘Capacity Building for Local Biodiversity Groups’.  She said that increasingly local groups were being asked to deliver biodiversity work, and whilst the Partnership has provided funding for projects, some of the local biodiversity groups in Highland are still struggling.  This issue has been highlighted by successive meetings of the Partnership, and the Management Sub Group was tasked with working up a funding bid to support capacity building.  This was the subject of a workshop at the Highland Biodiversity Forum, which identified six elements requiring assistance.  Some of these issues are being addressed by the biodiversity officers (e.g. insurance, remit, constitution, help with paperwork (inc risk assessments)).

The paper suggests that a small grant be given to each group, with the flexibility to spend it where it is most needed, recognizing that all groups are in a different position – some need training, others technical assistance.  Members were invited to comment on this suggestion and funding partners asked to state whether or not they would be in a position to support the proposal at the level suggested.
The Chairman said that it would be important to agree a sensible and clear framework within which this grant could be spent.  People can bring in resources and the multiplier effect can be enormous, but we need to invest in the local groups now so that they have the capacity and skills to do this in the future.  He stated that a contribution from Highland Council along the lines indicated was possible, a potential budget had been identified but staff would have to go to Committee and gain support for the proposal.  AP8 Janet will draft a Committee Paper seeking a Council contribution towards capacity building for local biodiversity groups.
Ro said that she had discussed the proposal with Graham Neville and whilst they could see the merit in it, SNH will find it difficult to allocate this money through their grant system.  The Chairman argued that SNH ought to be taking an integrated approach to sustainability, and that social sustainability was important to this discussion.  He offered to speak with Susan Davies on behalf of the Partnership.  AP9 Ian will speak with Susan Davies regarding a possible SNH contribution.
Richard agreed to try to build in a Forestry Commission contribution from their discretionary budget.  AP10 Richard will work up a FCS contribution with Janet.
Bill said that this was fundamental to sustaining community input, the day-to-ay housekeeping issues of sustaining a group, and that he would like to be in a position to support this but would like to see partner support.  He offered to help clearly identify a menu of things for local groups.  AP11 Bill will work up a HIE contribution and menu of options for local groups with Janet.
Ian Milne and David Wright said that SEPA and SERPID (Scottish Executive Rural Payments & Inspections Directorate) are unable to support groups in this way.
The Chairman summarized that the Partnership did support the proposal outlined in Paper 1 in principle, and that whilst it presented challenges for some organizations in terms of financial contributions, Highland Council, HIE and Forestry Commission would work up a joint funding bid through the Management Sub Group.  He asked individual agency staff to look at their positions and feed back to the Management Sub Group, and said that we ought to have a much clearer picture on who can fund this, by how much and under what framework by the next meeting.  AP12 The Management Sub Group will work up funding bid and framework for discussion at next meeting.
Ian Milne asked what happens after the three year period.  Janet said that we would review the position and build this element into any future funding bids.  The Chairman said that he suspected there will be further issues then, but that we must put a time limit on bids for partners benefit.  Comparisons were drawn with the Community Land Unit, which has an aftercare team to ensure that groups continue once they have secured ownership of the ground.  The aspiration is to get to the point where groups can be self sustaining, but the funders can’t commit beyond three years.
Diane Campbell said that there are different levels of capacity building, and there are opportunities for groups to share good practice.  Lloyd Gudgeon pointed out that the most important capacity was enthusiasm, and asked the Partnership to remember this.

8. Scientific & Technical Advisory Group Update

Ro gave an update from the STAG.  They now have a group of seven people taking forward the work started under the Envirocentre contract to build on the spreadsheets of the UKBAP habitats and species that occur in Highland.  They have contacted the lead UKBAP partners to find out what kinds of actions could be undertaken locally for species, the habitats will be tackled after their next meeting in September.  Ro hopes to present the species list broken down to group areas to the next meeting.  AP13 STAG will present the Highland UKBAP Species List at the next Partnership meeting.
The Chairman thanked Ro and the Group, and congratulated them for making progress on this important work.  He said that we need to look at funding issues for a Records Centre, and Ro agreed that the main piece of work there will be to convince other partners that such a facility would be of use to them.  In this regard, she suggested that staff make connections and raise awareness in other departments within Highland Council.  AP14 Jonathan will raise awareness of the potential benefits of a Local Records Centre in all relevant Council departments as appropriate.
9. AOCB

Richard drew the Partnership’s attention to the challenges facing agencies following the election.  The Scottish Executive has asked agencies to participate in joint working, and to come up with proposals of how they will work together within three months.  This has particular relevance to the Rural Development Regulation and in addition there have also been the following changes:
· Land Management Contracts (LMCs) are now called Rural Development Contracts (RDCs), with the emphasis on people rather than land.

· Scottish Executive Environment & Rural Affairs Department (SEERAD) is now the Scottish Executive Rural Payments & Inspections Directorate (SERPID)

The Executive are looking for a single delivery point for rural grants, and want to make an announcement on this at next year’s Highland Show.  Agencies won’t disappear, but there will be a lot of changes in the next year or so.
In this regard, Bill said that the Minister, Jim Mather, is gathering information and expecting to see a merging of work between Scottish Enterprise, HIE and visitscotland.  There is a possibility that some elements will return to local authorities.

The Chairman said that Highland Council is now a political organisation, with an Administration formed of a coalition of SNP and independent councillors, and an Opposition, which he sits on.  The Council has experienced a lot of change in a short period of time.  In addition to the new political Administration, the Council’s structures, geographical areas and ways of servicing departments have also changed.  There has been a merging of Directorates (Housing and Property have merged, and Corporate Services is now part of the Chief Executives Unit).  There will be Ward Forums but no formal Committees, and Ian said that it is a significant challenge to make this work and be accountable.  There have also been a number of staff changes.

 

The implications for the Partnership are as follows.  Ian chaired the Partnership in his capacity as Chairman of the Council’s Sustainable Development Select Committee.  There is now no Sustainable Development Select Committee, and biodiversity matters will go to the Planning, Environment and Development Committee.  He said that he would like to continue to chair the Partnership, but that it is not in its interests to have a Councillor in the Opposition as Chairman.  He asked members to decide if they want a Councillor to chair the Partnership.  AP15 Jonathan will submit a paper to the Council’s Planning, Environment and Development Committee, inviting an Office Bearer with direct links and influence within the Administration to chair the Highland Biodiversity Partnership.
 

Ian concluded by saying that in the last three years the Partnership had concentrated on issues of process and resourcing, but had also managed to take forward tangible biodiversity work.  We need the structures and mechanisms in place to deliver the direct biodiversity projects, and Ian feels that we are now moving to a position whereby we can start to see real benefits.  He has been delighted to chair the Partnership to this point, and said that the key thing was to raise awareness and make agencies aware of their responsibilities and duties in terms of biodiversity.  He thanked the members for their support and contribution over the years and wished them well under the new Chairman.

 
10. Date of next meeting

The date for the next meeting was provisionally set as Wednesday 5 December 2007.
Bill Taylor proposed a vote of thanks to Cllr Ross for chairing the Partnership to date.  He said that his enthusiasm and ‘light but firm hand on the tiller’ had driven it forward, and that he hoped the Administration had someone with the same enthusiasm who can keep up the momentum.
Action Points
AP1
The Management Sub Group was tasked with working up the strategic and pan-Highland projects for discussion at the next Partnership meeting.
AP2 
The Management Sub Group will approach potential funders once agreement has been reached on which strategic projects to take forward.

AP3 
Jonathan will draft a short paper highlighting the importance of biodiversity in Highland for the next meeting.

AP4 
Janet will speak with David and try to accommodate his wishes regarding timing of future Forum meetings.

AP5 
Janet will draft and circulate a press release following the meeting.

AP6 
Janet will circulate the Landfill Communities Leaflet.

AP7 
George was asked to liaise with appropriate Council staff over Partnership input to the Landfill Communities Fund.

AP8 
Janet will draft a Committee Paper seeking a Council contribution towards capacity building for local biodiversity groups.

AP9 
Ian will speak with Susan Davies regarding a possible SNH contribution.

AP10 
Richard will work up a FCS contribution with Janet.

AP11 
Bill will work up a HIE contribution and menu of options for local groups with Janet.

AP12 
The Management Sub Group will work up funding bid and framework for discussion at next meeting.
AP13 
STAG will present the Highland UKBAP Species List at the next Partnership meeting.

AP14 
Jonathan will raise awareness of the potential benefits of a Local Records Centre in all relevant Council departments as appropriate.

AP15 
Jonathan will submit a paper to the Council’s Planning, Environment and Development Committee, inviting an Office Bearer with direct links and influence within the Administration to chair the Highland Biodiversity Partnership.

Janet Bromham

July 2007
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