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Executive summary 

This interim evaluation assesses the impact of the Nature Restoration Fund (NRF) 

from 2021 to 2024, examining its role in achieving nature recovery across Scotland. 

The Nature Restoration Fund (NRF) is an unprecedented commitment from the 

Scottish Government to invest £65 million in nature recovery over a five-year period 

(April 2021 to March 2026). The NRF provides a key delivery mechanism for 

Scottish Government to deliver outcomes of the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy 

(SBS) and achieve its vision to be Nature Positive by 2030 and restore and 

regenerate biodiversity by 2045.1  

This evaluation had the following key objectives: 

• Analyse the outputs and contributions of projects funded under the NRF’s

two strands, the Competitive Fund and Edinburgh Process.

• Incorporate qualitative insights from case studies.

• Identify key challenges, lessons learned, and opportunities.

• Draw conclusions on the NRF’s impact during the funding period 2021-2024.

As of March 2024, the NRF has invested £35.5 million, supporting nearly 800 

projects to promote nature recovery in over 309,000 hectares2, driving large scale 

action across Scotland. The NRF has successfully enabled a wide range of nature 

restoration projects to be delivered, including woodland creation, species-rich 

grassland management, riparian habitat restoration, and large-scale invasive non-

native species (INNS) control. This report summarises its achievements and 

provides recommendations to address delivery challenges, enhance future 

evaluations and drive strategic alignment between the two funding strands. 

Key findings 

The NRF has been instrumental in accelerating nature restoration and supporting 

vulnerable species and habitats, aligning with key outcomes of the Scottish 

Biodiversity Strategy. The NRF is administered through two funding strands: 

1. The Competitive Fund strand is administered by NatureScot via a

competitive application process. This evaluation has found that the

Competitive Fund has broadened participation in nature restoration, providing

1 Scottish Biodiversity Strategy to 2045.
2 This figure is an aggregated estimate of the total area that NRF projects supported and operated
over, based on available reporting data. This figure has some caveats and should be interpreted in 
its full context. Further detail is provided in the main report.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-2045/


4 

funding to a wide range of organisations, from NGOs to private landowners, 

for targeted conservation efforts. 

2. The Edinburgh Process strand is administered by the Scottish Government

and allocates a portion of NRF funding each year to local authorities,

providing a means for local authorities to collaborate with stakeholders to

design and implement nature restoration from the bottom-up. This evaluation

has found that the Edinburgh Process strand has enhanced local authority

engagement in nature restoration, furthering collaboration to integrate nature

restoration initiatives into local planning and delivery.

The following list presents key measures of progress delivered by the Competitive 

Fund and Edinburgh Process strands against the target outputs and outcomes of 

the NRF (April 2021-March 2024). These findings draw from analysis of project 

funding data and information gathered from key NRF stakeholders including 

Scottish Government, NatureScot and project leads. Some figures are based on 

incomplete data and should be treated with caution and as estimates. Please refer 

to the main report for commentary on data limitations and caveats. 

NRF outputs and contribution to outcomes 

Number of projects established for nature restoration: 

• Competitive Fund strand: 452 applications received; 222 applications funded

• Edinburgh Process strand: At least 575 projects supported (2022-24)

Diversity of organisations and landowners engaging with nature restoration through 

the NRF: 

• Competitive Fund strand: Proportion of successful applicants receiving

NatureScot funding for the first time increased over the 3 years

• Edinburgh Process strand: 74% of projects included partnerships and/or

community groups, often involving collaborations in delivery

Extent of NRF funding awarded: 

• Competitive Fund strand: £16.2 million received by projects as of 31 March

2024

• Edinburgh Process strand: £19.3 million received by local authorities as of 31

March 2024

Area (hectares) where project activities have been undertaken: 

• Competitive Fund strand: 114,000 hectares (including large scale INNS

removal projects); 7,800 hectares (excluding large scale INNS removal

projects)
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• Edinburgh Process strand: Over 195,106 hectares (including large scale

INNS removal projects); Over 7,447 hectares (excluding large scale INNS

removal projects)

Extent of woodland and hedgerow restoration: 

• Competitive Fund strand: Over 194,600 trees planted; 68.3 km of hedgerows

created

• Edinburgh Process strand: 134,213 trees planted

Action on habitat for pollinators: 

• Competitive Fund strand: More than 282 ha of habitat for pollinators restored

or created

• Edinburgh Process strand: 149 projects including meadow creation, relaxed

mowing, wildflower plugs, removal of INNS, thinning of woodlands, solitary

bee nests

Habitat creation for priority species: 

• Competitive Fund strand: 22 different targeted actions to protect priority

species

• Edinburgh Process strand: Not measured for Edinburgh Process

Natural flood management measures: 

• Competitive Fund strand: 314 ha of wetlands created or restored; 300 ponds

and scrapes created; 4.4 km of watercourses re-meandered; 5.1 km of

backwater reconnected

• Edinburgh Process strand: 55 projects including river and wetland

reconnection, pond creation, woody debris installation

Freshwater and riparian habitat restoration: 

• Competitive Fund strand: over 13,000 trees planted along watercourses; 19

km of aquatic and riparian habitat restored; 7 man-made obstructions

removed from watercourses

• Edinburgh Process strand: 71 projects including river and wetland

reconnection

Urban habitat connectivity and nature-based solutions for communities: 

• Competitive Fund strand: 1,818 ha of urban greenspace restored in towns

and cities

• Edinburgh Process strand: 145 projects including Nature Networks,

connecting urban and rural greenspaces, removal of physical barriers,

greening active travel routes

Managing invasive species in catchments: 
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• Competitive Fund strand: 103,436 ha protected and restored from INNS; 216

km of linear habitat protected from INNS

• Edinburgh Process strand: 70 projects which included herbicide spraying,

stump removal, natural regeneration

Enhancing and restoring marine habitats and environments: 

• Competitive Fund strand: 23 mini buoys deployed; 1 seagrass nursery

established; 40,000 transplants produced to support saltmarsh restoration

• Edinburgh Process strand: 57 projects including native vegetation plating,

INNS control, seagrass and oyster habitat surveys

Case study insights 

Interviews with project leads, local authority representatives, and NatureScot topic 

leads provided critical qualitative evidence on the NRF’s impact: 

• The fund has enabled projects that would not have been possible through

other funding sources, filling a critical gap in Scotland’s nature conservation

funding landscape.

• Challenges identified include weather, difficulties sourcing equipment or

materials (particularly during the Covid pandemic), administrative burdens

(including short timeframes and securing planning permissions), and

difficulties in accessing skilled contractors. If these challenges are addressed

where possible, it may boost the effectiveness of project delivery.

• Several project leads reflected that, while nature restoration work was new to

the contractors who worked on their project, this experience upskilled them,

actively building the skill base across Scotland.

Key challenges and opportunities 

Through this evaluation, the evaluation team have identified several challenges and 

opportunities to optimise the success of the NRF. 

Improving reporting and data collection 

• The Competitive Fund and Edinburgh Process are administered separately,

leading to differences in data collection and reporting. These differences

hindered the ability to evaluate the NRF’s impact across strands. Aligning

reporting frameworks would enhance comparability and strategic

coordination.

• The introduction of a unified reporting framework could help standardise

reporting both between strands and between different projects. To
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acknowledge the complexities of nature restoration and allow for the diversity 

of activities to be captured such a system should report broad-scale 

outcomes and more project-specific impacts. 

Strengthening Nature Networks 

• Nature Networks are a priority for Scottish biodiversity policy and current

NRF metrics could be improved to better capture impacts on ecological

connectivity.

• The Nature Network Toolbox provided to local authorities will help target

restoration actions in the Edinburgh Process3. Making a suitable mapping

tool and relevant datasets more accessible to the public would enable actions

under the Competitive Fund to be better targeted.

Future evaluations and comparative analysis 

• Comparing and collating data from different nature restoration projects and

initiatives is inherently complex, given variations in project type, geographical

location, scale, and cost. Future evaluations should consider cost variations,

geographic challenges, and project complexity when assessing data across

different funding streams.

Initial conclusions on the NRF’s impact (2021-2024) 

Importance of multi-year funding 

• With 36 multi-year projects still ongoing as of 31 March 2024, it was not

feasible to directly compare single and multi-year projects. However, data

analyses and evidence from case studies provide indication that multi-year

funding facilitated more ambitious projects such as re-meandering rivers,

floodplain creation, and landscape-scale nature restoration.

• A key challenge identified in the Edinburgh Process strand was the short

turnaround time between receiving funding and project delivery, a challenge

compounded by local authority procurement processes. Greater flexibility in

transferring funding between financial years would help overcome this

challenge.

• Maintaining and enhancing long-term funding stability will enable multi-year

projects, build long-term collaborations and ensure lasting ecological

benefits.

3 NatureScot Nature Networks Toolbox. Local authorities have been given access to an AECOM
EcoUplift mapping tool, in addition to what is publicly available through the NatureScot Toolbox.  

https://www.nature.scot/home/nature-networks-toolbox
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Flexibility and innovation 

The NRF has demonstrated a unique level of flexibility, allowing projects to propose 

diverse and innovative solutions tailored to local conservation needs. The NRF is 

uniquely placed to support: 

• Multi-disciplinary collaboration, bringing together landowners, NGOs, and

researchers.

• Nature restoration techniques requiring new and innovative approaches,

such as marine and coastal restoration.

• Capital investments (e.g. monitoring equipment, habitat management tools).

Driving collaboration and leveraging investment 

• Registered charities and trusts made up the largest proportion of successful

applications to the Competitive Fund (63%). Despite this, the evaluation

indicated that the NRF has had an increasingly diverse pool of applicants

year on year. There is, however, evidence that some groups still face barriers

being either under-represented (e.g. community groups) or have a lower

success rate (e.g. partnerships/consortiums).

• These findings suggest that organisations accustomed to grant writing, such

as charities/trusts and public bodies, are more likely to succeed. This may

point to a need for additional support or training in grant-writing.

Organisations such as the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations4 and

TSI Scotland Network have the potential to provide such support.5

• The Competitive Fund’s Development Phase Projects have been crucial in

helping applicants form partnerships and scale up their efforts.

• Between 2021-2024, the NRF unlocked at least £7.1 million in match funding

and in-kind contributions, demonstrating its role in leveraging additional

investment and expertise for nature recovery. The NRF should continue to

focus on opportunities for blended finance and attracting match funding,

contributing to crowding in private finance to supplement public funding on

nature restoration.

• The NRF directly allocated an additional £5 million to local authorities

specifically to expand work on Nature Networks in 2023/24. Across 2021-

2024, 21 local authorities reported that they had identified opportunity areas

for creating or enhancing Nature Networks and 16 started to develop projects

targeting these areas.

4 Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations
5 TSI Scotland Network

https://scvo.scot/
https://tsi.scot/
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• The Edinburgh Process strand (and conversations around Nature Networks

in particular) has enabled cross-departmental collaboration within local

authorities, integrating nature restoration into areas such as flood risk

management, urban planning, and forestry.

The NRF’s role in achieving Scotland’s nature recovery goals 

• The fund remains a vital mechanism for facilitating biodiversity recovery,

enhancing ecosystem resilience, and improving environmental sustainability.

• In supporting nature-based solutions, the habitats created, restored and

enhanced support policies and national targets beyond nature recovery,

helping Scotland adapt to and mitigate against climate change and move

towards a greener and more sustainable future.

• It is recognised that this is an interim evaluation and projects commencing in

2024/25 and 2025/26 were not in scope. Also, some NRF projects included in

this evaluation continued beyond 31 March 2024. Therefore, the full impact of

NRF funding will continue to unfold over the coming years.

• With lack of contractors identified as a key challenge, the NRF also provides

an opportunity to increase practical conservation skills and boost green jobs

across Scotland.

The NRF is a transformative funding mechanism, supporting a wide range of nature 

restoration projects that contribute to Scotland’s biodiversity and climate resilience 

goals. Its flexibility, collaborative approach, and capacity to attract match funding 

set it apart from other conservation funding streams. This evaluation has identified 

several challenges which, if addressed, would boost the impact of the NRF. 

Measures to address challenges included improving consistency of data used in 

reporting, increasing alignment between the two strands, and securing sustained 

financial investment. 

While ongoing projects are still unfolding, initial findings underscore the critical role 

of the NRF in Scotland’s nature recovery strategy. Ensuring the continued stability 

and enhancement of the NRF will be essential for achieving long-term 

environmental sustainability and meeting Scotland’s biodiversity commitments by 

2045. 
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1 Background 

The Nature Restoration Fund (NRF) provides an important vehicle to help Scotland 

tackle the nature emergency and climate crises by supporting practical, on-the-

ground action for habitats and species, restoring nature and improving biodiversity 

on land and seas. The fund is designed to help Scotland meet ambitions to be 

“Nature Positive by 2030, and to have restored and regenerated biodiversity across 

the country by 2045”. This vision, outlined in the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy to 

2045 (SBS),6 reemphasises the necessity for immediate, large-scale action across 

land and seascapes. The £65 million that Scottish Government has allocated to the 

NRF represents their financial commitment to realise this vision. 

In supporting nature-based solutions, the NRF also aims to help Scotland achieve 

its ambitious target to reach net-zero emissions by 2045 and assist in the delivery 

of outcomes in cross-cutting plans such as the Environment Strategy, Climate 

Change Plan, National Planning Framework 4 and the Agriculture and Rural 

Communities Bill. 

The NRF is a major investment in nature restoration and an unprecedented 

commitment by Scottish Government, running from 2021-2026.7 The NRF was 

established after the 2020 Scottish Budget with an initial £10 million commitment to 

a new funding programme for nature restoration, launched in July 2021. It funded a 

range of capital works through a competitive application process, administered by 

NatureScot, and included supporting existing initiatives and partnerships to 

accelerate action on the ground for already scoped projects. The Scottish 

Government made a further £55 million commitment over the next four years (to 

March 2026) to extend the programme and build on the first-year successes.  

The NRF is delivered through two strands: 

1. The Competitive Fund strand is distributed by NatureScot via a competitive

application process. Projects can apply for a grant of £25,000 to £250,000

(under the ‘Helping Nature’ stream) to be delivered over 1-2 years.

Alternatively, projects can apply for a grant of over £250,000 (under the

‘Transforming Nature’ stream) for single or multi-year projects, as well as

funding to develop transformative nature restoration projects.8 Project claims

6 Scottish Biodiversity Strategy to 2045
7 The NRF supersedes the Biodiversity Challenge Fund, a competitive fund administered by
NatureScot which awarded three rounds of funding between Feb 2019 – May 2021. Biodiversity 
Challenge Fund.  
8 Development funding is applied for separately, with potential to then apply for delivery funding.
Each time, the applicant has to apply to an open competitive round, with no guarantee a delivery 
project will be supported. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-2045/
https://www.nature.scot/funding-and-projects/biodiversity-challenge-fund-bcf
https://www.nature.scot/funding-and-projects/biodiversity-challenge-fund-bcf
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and reports are submitted to and managed by NatureScot. All NRF projects 

must be completed by March 2026. 

2. The Edinburgh Process strand directly allocates a portion of NRF funding

each year to local authorities.9 This strand takes its name from the Edinburgh

Process, championed by Scottish Government at COP15 in Montreal, which

devolves nature restoration and biodiversity action to the smallest possible

scale (i.e. local authorities, sub-national governments). In contrast to top-

down national level initiatives, The Edinburgh Process strand provides a

means for local authorities to collaborate with stakeholders to design and

implement nature restoration from the bottom-up. Local authorities report

directly to Scottish Government on the projects and outcome measures

deployed. Initially, when the NRF began in 2021, NatureScot assessed

applications for funding from local authorities and recommended to Scottish

Government which applications should be funded. Since then, funding

allocations for NRF are made using a NatureScot funding formula and

agreed between Scottish Government and the Convention of Scottish Local

Authorities (COSLA).

As the Competitive Fund strand evolved, the multi-year commitment of funds by 

Scottish Government enabled it to shift from mostly 1-year projects to include more 

multi-year projects. In contrast, the Edinburgh Process strand typically continued to 

focus on single-year projects and funding. Multi-year funding is seen by some as 

important for projects which aim to deliver nature restoration at scale, due to the 

long timescales often involved in engaging landowners and securing permissions, 

land use changes and associated biodiversity uplift. More information on the NRF, 

including eligibility, videos and maps of previous projects, is available on the 

dedicated NatureScot webpage. 

1.1 Objectives and scope of this interim evaluation 

The aim of this commissioned research was to undertake an independent interim 

evaluation of the contribution made by NRF projects to the realisation of outputs 

and outcomes as specified in the NRF evaluation framework (see 2.2 Evaluation 

framework). This included five key objectives: 

i. To collate and analyse data on projects that received NRF funding via the

Competitive Fund strand during the financial years 2021/22-2023/24,

summarising key outputs and evaluating their contribution to the realisation of

key outcomes as specified in the evaluation framework;

9 The Edinburgh Process strand accounted for a little more than half (roughly 54%) of all NRF
funding distributed over the three years included in this evaluation, 2021/22 – 2023/24.  

https://www.nature.scot/funding-and-projects/scottish-government-nature-restoration-fund-nrf
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ii. To collate and analyse data on projects that received NRF funding via the

Edinburgh Process strand during the financial years 2021/22-2023/24,

summarising key outputs and evaluating their contribution to the realisation of

key outcomes as specified in the evaluation framework;

iii. To collate and analyse additional qualitative evidence on the impacts of NRF-

funded projects via a set of case studies;

iv. To identify and report key challenges, lessons learned, and future

opportunities related to NRF funding and project delivery;

v. To synthesise the data and evidence and draw initial conclusions about the

impact of the NRF, based on the 2021/22-2023/24 funding period.

This evaluation is not a detailed comparison with other similar or past nature funds. 

A value for money analysis was considered to be outside the scope of the 

evaluation by the project steering group due to timescales, data availability and 

project scale. The NRF is one of several policy vehicles that contribute to nature 

restoration in Scotland, including the Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS), 

the Forestry Grant Scheme, Peatland ACTION, the Facility for Investment Ready 

Nature in Scotland, and others. This review does not intend to compare the 

outcomes of these different schemes, as they each have different objectives, 

audiences, and reporting structures.   

It is important to consider that this review looks at the NRF in the first three years of 

a five-year life cycle (2021-2026) and consequently this is an interim evaluation. 

The scope of this evaluation includes projects funded from the start of NRF in 

2021/22 to the end of the 2023/24 financial year. This includes projects that 

continued beyond March 2024 and are either ongoing or yet to be completed. This 

interim evaluation therefore captures early progress, but the full extent of ecological 

benefits, and the full success of the NRF, may not be realised until later years. 

Where projects continued beyond March 2024, this is flagged throughout the 

results.  
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2 Methods 

The delivery of the Nature Restoration Fund over its first three years (2021/22, 

2022/23, 2023/24) was assessed through its two strands: the Competitive Fund 

strand and the Edinburgh Process strand. While both strands were evaluated using 

the same evaluation framework provided by Scottish Government (2.2 Evaluation 

framework), the data collected and reported for each strand differed significantly, 

resulting in specific methodological approaches and limitations for each (2.3 Data 

cleaning and processing). SAC Consulting also conducted case study interviews 

with selected projects from both the Competitive Fund strand and Edinburgh 

Process strand to provide additional insights to supplement analyses (2.5 Case 

study methods).  

2.1 Logic model for the NRF, including Inputs, Activities, Outputs, 

and Outcomes 

The key components of the NRF are listed in this section and visualised in Figure 1, 

below.  

The NRF involves commitment of funds, staff time and expertise across 

stakeholder organisations working within the NRF Governance Structures for the 

NRF Competitive Fund strand and the NRF Edinburgh Process strand. It operates 

under the overarching framework of the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy alongside the 

drivers of biodiversity loss as identified by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 

Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES10), which are its key 

policy drivers (Inputs).  

These inputs provide the context in which activities are undertaken, such as 

ensuring there is awareness of the NRF funding opportunities among potential 

applicants, that funding applications are forthcoming, and that funding is allocated 

in line with NRF criteria (Activities).  

These activities lead to the establishment of new NRF projects (Outputs). Each 

individual NRF project has its own aims, objectives, expected project outputs and 

outcomes.  

The realisation of these project-level outcomes collectively leads to the realisation 

of NRF programme outcomes (Outcomes). Each project contributes to one or 

more of the eight programme outcomes. 

10 IPBES Home page | IPBES secretariat.

https://www.ipbes.net/
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Programme outputs: 

A) Contracts / approvals for NRF-funded projects in place.

B) A greater range and diversity of organisations, landowners and managers

secure NRF funds and undertake nature restoration.

C) Projects implemented and deliver agreed outputs aligned to fund priorities.

D) Project leads report to NatureScot on progress, claim funds, and submit final

reports (Competitive Fund). Local authorities submit summary reports on

NRF projects to Scottish Government (Edinburgh Process).

Programme outcomes: 

The NRF, as a programme, aims to have achieved the following outcomes by the 

end of the funding period (March 2026): 

1. Contributed to native woodland restoration at a landscape scale.

2. Improved management of species rich grassland to increase habitat for

pollinators.

3. Supported habitat creation to protect priority species (non-pollinators).

4. Implemented natural flood management to lessen the impact of climate

change.

5. Restored degraded aquatic and riparian habitats to safeguard freshwaters.

6. Enhanced connection and integration of habitats and species to the urban

fabric and increased urban nature-based solutions for healthy and resilient

communities.

7. Controlled invasive non-native species (INNS) in a catchment, or protected a

previously uninvaded catchment, to protect habitats and halt biodiversity loss.

8. Contributed to the long-term enhancement, conservation status and recovery

of the marine and coastal environment and of priority marine features.

Long-term outcomes: 

Programme outcomes support impacts across five NRF priority areas. These 

priority areas are referred to as Long-term Outcomes and include: 

1. Habitat and species restored.

2. Freshwater restored, including natural flows in rural catchments.

3. Nature across, and between, towns & cities enhanced and connected.

4. Invasive non-native species (INNS) impacting on nature controlled.

5. Coastal and marine environments restored, recovered, enhanced and

resilient.

In turn, these long-term outcomes feed into two Scottish Biodiversity Strategy 

(SBS) objectives:  

• SBS Objective 1: Accelerate restoration and regeneration.

• SBS Objective 4: Protect and support the recovery of vulnerable and

important species and habitats.
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Figure 1: A logic model for the NRF.
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2.2 Evaluation framework 

Both strands were evaluated using the NRF logic model (Figure 1, above) and 

Scottish Government evaluation framework (Annex 4: NRF Outputs, Outcomes, 

Measures and Indicators), which outlined multiple measures and indicators (i.e. 

metrics) against the four NRF outputs and eight NRF programme outcomes (listed 

above) to assess program delivery. 

Data was reviewed to link reported milestones and actions to these outputs and 

outcomes. For each output and outcome measure / indicator, data was aggregated 

and summarised to give an indication of what was achieved across all projects 

supported by the NRF. 

2.3 Data cleaning and processing 

Competitive Fund strand 

Projects awarded funding via the Competitive Fund strand submit progress and 

claims forms with supporting evidence to enable the release of grant funds. This 

was done via a standard template, tailored to reflect the outputs and activities that 

NRF agreed to fund. This includes quantitative data, where this was available. It 

also includes free text space to capture additional information. Several milestones, 

from a selectable list, are set for each project at the outset by the Funding Officer 

responsible for the grant, including any bespoke milestones (created to capture the 

outputs of that specific project). To reflect the diversity of projects the NRF 

supports, this suite of milestones has evolved over time.  

It is important to note that the milestone reporting presented in this report did not 

cover all projects that successfully applied to the NRF Competitive Fund strand 

over the timeline (April 2021-March 2024). Specifically, Transforming Nature 

Development Phase (DP) projects, which focus on preparatory activities such as 

surveys and designs rather than direct on-the-ground restoration, have a separate 

suite of milestones. Direct funding awards, where capital funds were awarded to 

existing initiatives and partnerships, also were not required to complete milestone 

reporting.11  

For the purposes of this interim evaluation, a milestone report was exported from 

the corporate system directly into a spreadsheet and, after some cleaning and 

reformatting, was transferred to the evaluators.  

Data cleaning included consolidating similar milestones, correcting typographical 

errors, and standardising inconsistent reporting. Predefined milestones and 

11 Since Development Phase projects use different milestone reporting, the evaluation team did
not receive any outcome reporting for these projects, and consequently did not evaluate their 
outcomes. They are still included in the reporting of Outputs, however, as well as in case studies. 
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bespoke milestones were reviewed and linked to the most relevant NRF outcome 

measures where possible. 

Edinburgh Process strand 

Local authorities reported annually through return forms provided by Scottish 

Government. These forms captured summary-level quantitative data (e.g., funding 

received, spend, and total area supported) and project-level qualitative information 

(e.g., descriptions of measures deployed and expected biodiversity benefits). While 

in 2021/22, local authorities reported on all projects collectively, in 2022/23 and 

2023/24, local authorities reported on projects individually.  Additional reporting 

fields were introduced in 2022/23 and 2023/24, such as indication of key successes 

and challenges in the use of NRF funding and information on Nature Network 

activities. Local authorities submitted the completed return forms to Scottish 

Government, who transferred them to the evaluators. 

Given the limited amount of quantitative data collected for Edinburgh Process 

reporting, qualitative descriptions were reviewed to infer links to NRF outcomes for 

missing data and develop a deeper understanding of the type of actions 

undertaken. 

Data was consolidated into three main datasets: (1) Annual summaries of funding 

and area supported; (2) Project-specific details, including descriptions and outcome 

measures deployed; (3) Nature Network progress reported in 2023/24. 

Data cleaning included correcting typographical errors and standardising 

inconsistent reporting. Missing or incomplete data points were addressed by cross-

referencing qualitative descriptions with reported metrics (e.g., manually assigning 

measures based on project descriptions). 

2.4 Data limitations 

While this evaluation provides a robust overview of the NRF’s progress, limitations 

were identified which impact on the findings, including: 

• Underreporting: Metrics are likely to underestimate the scale of nature

restoration due to gaps in reporting, the ongoing (i.e. incomplete) nature of

some projects, and reporting inconsistencies across local authorities and

project leads.12

12 The figures in this report are based on the return forms submitted by local authorities and project
leads to the Scottish Government and NatureScot. While these forms provide valuable overview 
data, they may not fully capture the entire scope of activities, evidence-gathering, communications 
and outputs that projects engaged with around nature restoration and biodiversity. The data should 
be regarded as ‘self-reported’ data, based on what was available to report on and was reported at 
the time, for each year. Some figures should be treated as estimates. 
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• Variability: Differences in reporting practices between years and across 

different local authorities and project leads affect comparability and 

accuracy.13 

• Qualitative bias: The reliance on qualitative descriptions, particularly for the 

Edinburgh Process, limits quantitative analysis and introduces uncertainty 

regarding the full extent of biodiversity benefits. 

Notwithstanding the limitations of the data available, the results sections offer 

valuable insights into the NRF’s impact over its first three years of delivery. By 

highlighting key actions and outcomes achieved, it provides a foundation for 

ongoing evaluation and improvement of Scotland’s nature restoration efforts and 

presents key metrics for each of the four NRF programme outputs and eight NRF 

programme outcomes.14 This includes clarification and footnotes throughout, which 

flag the completeness of underlying data, caveats, and potential sources of error. 

Annex 3 provides further details. 

 

2.5 Case study methods 

As part of this interim evaluation, the SAC Consulting project team conducted 

interviews with 15 Competitive Fund strand and four Edinburgh Process projects, 

which were identified as being illustrative of certain themes and trends within NRF 

delivery. Interviews were also conducted with five NatureScot officers who had 

served as Topic Leads for Competitive Fund strand case studies, to collect their 

perspectives on these projects and the delivery of the NRF overall. Data from 

interviews have been drawn into the results of the report as relevant, providing 

illustrative examples of the different trends emerging from the quantitative analysis 

of data supplied in project return forms. 

The selection criteria for case studies were co-developed by the Scottish 

Government and NatureScot research advisory group with the SAC Consulting 

 
13 A diverse set of milestones were available to choose from with standard reporting for the 

Competitive Fund strand. This flexibility allowed for more detailed reporting but also introduced 
inconsistencies in data collection and gaps in reporting. For instance, not all projects reported on 
all relevant milestones (e.g. area of trees planted vs. number of trees planted), resulting in 
underestimation of certain outcomes. To try and fill known gaps in reporting, for some projects 
where this could be done robustly, missing data was addressed through estimation. An aggregated 
metric, "Area supported," was added for all projects to provide a catch-all measure across different 
milestones (e.g., “Area (ha) improved”, “Area (ha) of habitat created”, “Area (ha) of habitat 
managed”, etc.). “Area supported” is used throughout the Results section and captures all types of 
nature restoration activity funded via the NRF.  
14 Metrics with high-quality data, providing more reliable results, have been prioritised for inclusion 
in the Results section of the main report, while those with inconsistent or incomplete reporting have 
been excluded. Access to the evaluation framework with full results can be provided upon request. 
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team. Selection criteria (see Annex 2: Additional detail on case study methods 

for full criteria detail) included: 

• Choosing a diverse mix of projects in terms of habitat targeted, chosen 

methods, and geographies across Scotland. 

• Successful projects fully delivering their intended outputs, on time and within 

the projected budget.  

• Projects that encountered challenges and with hindsight, may have done 

things differently. 

• Projects that are innovative in approach with the potential to extend the 

current evidence base. 

• Multiple (and complimentary) projects delivering in the same geographical 

area e.g., at various sites along a river. 

The case studies are listed below, with the full set of case studies included in 

Annex 1: Full case studies. 

Competitive Fund strand case studies: 

• Baron’s Haugh Wetland Project, North Lanarkshire 

• Black Hills Regeneration Project, Knoydart, Highland 

• Dalrymple Wetland Reserve, East Ayrshire 

• Landscape Scale Wetland and Connectivity Project, Highland 

• Link Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

• Managed Realignment at Inch of Ferryton, Clackmannanshire 

• Natural Devon – Pool of Muckhart Initiative, Clackmannanshire 

• Peffery Catchment Restoration Programme, Highland 

• Peffery Wet Woodland, Highland 

• Pentlands to Portobello Greening, The City of Edinburgh 

• Quharity Burn Restoration, Angus 

• Scottish Solway INNS Control and Knowledge Programme, Dumfries & 

Galloway 

• Turning Tarmac into Wetland, Rewilding Kilminning, Crail, Fife 

• Wilder, Wetter Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

Edinburgh Process strand case studies: 

• Aberdeenshire Council – Ugie Catchment Small Scale Tree  

• Dundee City Council 

• Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar – Invasive Species Control Project 

• Perth & Kinross Council – Crook of Devon Community Orchard and Pollinator 

Project
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3 Competitive Fund strand outputs, outcomes 

and challenges faced 

This section presents the results of the data analysis for the Competitive Fund 

strand. The section structure reflects the Scottish Government evaluation 

framework and logic model as set out in 2 Methods. It covers the outputs (3.1 

Competitive Fund strand: Output indicators) and outcomes (3.2 Competitive Fund 

strand: Outcomes), as well as challenges and lessons learned (3.3 Competitive 

Fund strand: Challenges faced; 3.4 Building the evidence base for future nature 

restoration). Selected insights from case studies are drawn into these sections as 

relevant.  

 

3.1 Competitive Fund strand: Output indicators 

Between 2021 and 2024, the Competitive Fund strand of the Nature Restoration 

Fund provided £16.21 million in funding, supporting 20815 projects. The projects 

funded under the Competitive Fund have supported nature recovery in over 

114,000 hectares, through a wide variety of actions to create, restore and enhance 

habitats and ecological connectivity.  

 

3.1.1 Number of projects established for nature restoration   

Over the three-year period, the NRF received 452 applications, of which 22216 were 

successful in being awarded (49%). The number of applications declined over the 

three-year period from 199 in 2021/22 to 80 in 2023/24, while the percentage of 

successful applications increased from 31% in 2021/22 to 60% in 2022/23 and 70% 

in 2023/24 (Figure 2).  The decline between 2022/23 and 2023/24, observed both 

at the expression of interest stage and the application stage, may partly be 

attributed to the introduction of multi-year funding in 2022/23, allowing recipients of 

these longer-term projects to focus on project delivery rather than reapplying 

annually.  Increased applicant familiarity with the programme and NatureScot’s 

feedback to unsuccessful applicants may have strengthened applications over time 

and boosted the success rate. There is continued and strong demand for NRF 

funds and it is not atypical to have the greatest number of applications early in the 

introduction of a new programme.  

 
15 Excludes 3 projects that were withdrawn. To avoid double counting, 11 projects given additional 
funding are counted once. 
16 Includes 3 projects subsequently withdrawn and 11 projects that successfully applied for 
additional funding. 
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Figure 2: Number of projects submitting an expression of interest (dark pink), 

applying for NRF funding (dark blue) and number of projects that were successful 

at securing funding (turquoise). 

 

Information was available for 102 unsuccessful applications. Nearly half (49%) of 

these were either withdrawn (33) or did not proceed to a full application (17), which 

may indicate that many who initially expressed interest may have lacked the time or 

resources to complete the process. Among the remaining unsuccessful 

applications, 14% were declined due to unclear activities or outcomes, while 10% 

were misaligned with NRF priorities, and others were unsuccessful for poor value 

for money (6), ineligibility (3), or lack of partnerships (3). Some were deprioritised in 

favour of stronger proposals (3) or directed to alternative funding sources (3). 

These figures suggest that many were unsuccessful due to strategic funding 

decisions or misalignment with NRF objectives. 

 

3.1.2 Diversity of organisations and landowners engaging with nature 

restoration through NRF 

In 2021/22, the Competitive Fund strand of the NRF saw a higher proportion of 

successful applicants who had previously received funding from NatureScot. This 

trend reversed in subsequent funding years. In 2021/22, the higher proportion of 

successful applicants in receipt of previous funding from NatureScot is to be 

expected, as funding was initially targeted towards existing and known initiatives 

(Figure 3).  

These findings highlight that the balance was initially towards existing customers. 

However, over the first three years of the fund, this balance switched, with funding 
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being increasingly secured by organisations, landowners and managers who had 

not previously received NatureScot funding. 

 

 

Figure 3: Annual trend of whether successful applicants had previously received 

NatureScot funding.17 

 

The majority of successful applicants (91%) that had previously received 

NatureScot funding were registered charities/trusts (Figure 4). While charities also 

made up a high proportion of applicants who had not previously received funding, 

applicants without prior funding were more likely to include private individuals/ 

companies (and to a lesser extent public bodies), highlighting the NRF’s success in 

opening opportunities to a broader spectrum of organisations.  

 
17 Data not available for six applicants. 



26 

 
Figure 4: Breakdown of successful NRF applicant type and previous funding status 

for NatureScot funding18 over the NRF funding period 2021/22 – 2023/24.  

  

Registered charities and trusts accounted for 55.6% of applicants across the first 

three years (Figure 5). As a result, it is not surprising that they accounted for the 

highest percentage of successful applications (i.e. 63%: 139 of 222 projects). As 

shown in Figure 5, registered charities/trusts, and public bodies19 tended to have 

the highest success rate (77% and 83% respectively) with partnership / consortium 

lead projects having the lowest (31%). Few applications were received from 

constituted community groups, indicating potential barriers to participation. For 

example, lack of land ownership requires additional support and cooperation with 

landowners, alongside sufficient time and commitment from volunteers to 

administer projects. The following case study is an example from a community 

group which had to overcome these barriers:  

• Case study: Community driven projects like Turning Tarmac into Wetland, 

Rewilding Kilminning, Crail, Fife are dependent on motivated volunteers to 

deliver on-the-ground works and to write and submit the applications. This 

 
18 Data not available for six applicants. 
19 There were only specific limited circumstances in the Competitive Fund strand when public 
bodies were eligible to apply, particularly in the first year of the programme and when NRF was 
able to provide additional funding in January 2023 to local authorities.  
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project involved the rewilding of a derelict site, acquired by the community 

through a Community Asset Transfer, and transforming it into a welcoming 

public space, with enhanced value for wetland and meadow habitats and a 

plethora of species. 

These findings suggest that organisations accustomed to grant writing, such as 

charities/trusts and public bodies, are more likely to succeed. This may point to a 

need for additional support or training in grant-writing. Organisations such as the 

Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations20 and TSI Scotland Network have the 

potential to provide such support.21  Furthermore, in April 2024, the NRF co-funded 

the ‘Neighbourhood Ecosystem Fund’ which is administered by Inspiring 

Scotland.22 This project is proactively supporting the development of community 

projects and offers support for grant writing and other preparatory actions. 

With respect to the 102 unsuccessful applications, for which data was available, 68 

applicants (67%) had not previously received NRF funding. Data on whether 

unsuccessful applicants had previously received NatureScot funding was only 

available for 21 applicants, 6 of which (29%) had not previously received funding. 

With the low level of reporting, this figure should be treated with caution.  

 

 

                                                    

Figure 5: Successful and unsuccessful NRF applications from different applicant 

types over the NRF funding period 2021/22 – 2023/2024. Left displays percent 

success rate and right indicates number of applications.  

 
 
 

 
20 Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations 
21 TSI Scotland Network 
22 Neighbourhood Ecosystem Fund - Inspiring Scotland 

https://scvo.scot/
https://tsi.scot/
https://inspiringscotland.org.uk/fund/neighbourhood-ecosystem-fund/#:~:text=The%20Neighbourhood%20Ecosystem%20Fund%20seeks,faced%20by%20community%2Dled%20efforts.


28 

3.1.3 Area (ha) where project activities have been undertaken 

Over the 2021/22 to 2023/24 funding period, the Competitive Fund strand of the 

NRF supported actions to restore nature on a total of 114,000 hectares across 208 

projects (Figure 6). Three large scale INNS projects accounted for 93% of this area 

(106,000 hectares). While the project “Eradication of Invasive Non-Native Stoat 

from Orkney” was targeted to Orkney and its linked isles,23 the other two projects 

had significant geographical scope with “Biosecurity for Seabird Islands” 

encompassing 38 unique islands/islands groups24 and “Scottish Invasive Species 

Initiative (SISI)” targeting watercourses across northern Scotland covering an area 

of over 29,500 km².25 

 

                                       
Figure 6: Total area supported by (a) Large Scale INNS projects and (b) all other 

projects delivered under the Competitive Fund strand of the NRF between 2021-

2024. 

Excluding these large-scale INNS projects, the remaining area supported amounted 

to 7,800 hectares. It is important to note that not all projects report area-based 

metrics, particularly in the marine and coastal environment. For example, of 57 

coastal and marine projects, 15 reported milestone data, though only five included 

area-based figures. Actions such as seagrass restoration, mini buoy deployment, 

 
23 Eradicating Stoats | Orkney Native Wildlife Project 
24 Biosecurity for Scotland 
25 About Us | Scottish Invasive Species Initiative 

https://www.orkneynativewildlife.org.uk/project/eradication
https://biosecurityforlife.org.uk/biosecurity-for-scotland
https://www.invasivespecies.scot/about-us
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and the development of a BeachTrack app26 demonstrate that NRF-supported 

restoration extends beyond land-based hectare metrics. 

The geographic distribution of Competitive Fund strand projects varied across 

Scotland. Over the first three years of NRF funding, the local authority areas which 

were awarded the most Competitive Fund strand funding were Highlands (£2.26 

million, 28 projects), Fife (£1.02 million, 14 projects) and Argyll and Bute (£0.99 

million, 12 projects). Three local authorities did not receive any Competitive Fund 

strand funding: East Renfrewshire (2 applications), Inverclyde (0 applications) and 

Midlothian (2 applications). As the Competitive Fund invites applications from any 

location in Scotland, this geographic distribution of funding and projects reflects the 

number of successful applications made at the time and their respective project 

locations. The NatureScot website provides more information on the geographic 

distribution of NRF projects and a set of storymaps. 

The greatest area supported was in 2021/22, primarily due to a large island INNS 

project covering 58,700 hectares – over half of the total area supported during the 

three years. However, even excluding the large-scale INNS projects, 2021/22 still 

supported the highest hectarage of nature. This may be attributed to directly-

allocated funding provided in 2021, when NRF funding was targeted at existing 

initiatives that were already well-positioned for rapid implementation, with 

permissions secured, landowners and partners engaged, and strategies in place. 

Some projects that remain active and ongoing since 2022 are still to report data on 

area supported, so annual hectare figures may change as more data from projects 

is reported. 

By 31 March 2024, 208 distinct projects were funded, of which 160 (77%) were 

successfully completed and 48 (23%) remained ongoing as planned. Several 

projects had faced changes or extensions due to unforeseen challenges (e.g. 

change of location, access / physical constraints, increased delivery timescales, 

increasing costs).  

 

3.1.4 Extent of NRF funding awarded under the Competitive Fund strand 

The Competitive Fund strand offered £30.7 million for delivery between 2021-2026, 

of which projects have received a total of £16.21 million as of 31 March 2024.27 

Funding amounts offered ranged from £3,760 to £2,081,956 (average £146,823), 

and funding received ranged from £2,106 to £536,716 (average £79,461). Funding 

 
26 SMASS, Beachtrack - Scottish Marine Environmental Enhancement Fund 
27 Allocated in principle to projects based on application budgets. Refer to Annex 3 for clarifications 
and terminology used throughout the report. 

 

https://www.nature.scot/funding-and-projects/nature-restoration-fund/nature-restoration-fund-nrf-supported-projects
https://smeef.scot/projects/smass-beachtrack/
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received increased annually, with projects receiving £4.37 million in 2021/22, £4.45 

million in 2022/23, and £7.39 million in 2023/24.  

Across the first three years of the NRF Programme, 78% of the budget allocated to 

those years was spent. The proportion of the allocated budget that was spent 

varied each year, with 87% spent in 2021/22, 62% in 2022/23, and 84% in 2023/24. 

Many receiving organisations complemented NRF funding with match contributions, 

totalling £7.1 million (£3.43 million cash and £3.66 million in kind). This highlights 

how the NRF provides an important vehicle to blend public and private financing, 

extending the impact of public funds by crowding in private investment.28 

Of the 128 projects reporting metrics relating to direct action on the ground (e.g. 

excluding large capital grants and developmental funding), 61 projects (48%) were 

funded for a single year. The remaining 67 projects (52%) received multi-year 

funding. Among these multi-year projects, 36 (28%) were still ongoing as of 31 Mar 

2024. Therefore, the results below will underestimate the full extent of progress to 

date.  

 

3.2 Competitive Fund strand: Outcomes 

 

Figure 7: Allocation of projects (outer ring) and budget (inner ring) across the five 

long-term outcomes. Data provided for all successfully funded projects.  

 

 
28 Scottish Government Natural Capital Market Framework.  
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https://www.gov.scot/publications/natural-capital-market-framework/pages/3/
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NatureScot categorised each successfully funded project to one of five long-term 

outcomes (as outlined in 2.1 Logic model for the NRF, including Inputs, Activities, 

Outputs, and Outcomes). Most projects (i.e. 87.5%) focused on either the 

restoration of Habitat and Species, Freshwater, or Coastal and Marine 

environments. Fewer projects targeted INNS or nature across, and between, towns 

& cities (Urban) (Figure 7). Funding allocation mirrored this distribution, with 85.5% 

of the budget allocated to Habitat and Species, Freshwater, and Coastal and 

Marine projects. Notably, projects often delivered against multiple outcomes, 

making their assignment to a single theme somewhat arbitrary. For example, 

several projects undertaken in urban areas were classified as Habitat and Species, 

while some INNS initiatives, particularly projects targeting rhododendron to restore 

woodlands, were also categorised as Habitat and Species. This reflects the 

interconnected nature of the projects, which frequently addressed multiple 

objectives simultaneously. 

The remainder of this section evaluates how projects supported under the 

Competitive Fund strand have contributed to the NRF’s eight programme 

outcomes. This draws from 128 projects where relevant data on the eight outcomes 

was available.  

 

3.2.1 Extent of woodland and hedgerow restoration 

Over the first three years of the NRF, the Competitive Fund strand: 

• Planted over 194,600 trees  

• Created 68.3 km of hedgerows  

The first year saw the highest number of trees planted, with 11 projects supporting 

the planting of 81,000 trees. This value decreased and stabilised in subsequent 

years (Figure 8). Only three projects reported on tree species planted and they 

highlighted a range of species including hazel, oak, downy willow and native apple.  
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Figure 8: Left: Number of trees planted across 36 projects (194,681 total);29 Right: 

Length of hedgerow planted based on 16 projects (68.3 km total).30 

 

The Competitive Fund strand funded the planting of 68.3 km of hedgerows across 

16 projects. Hedgerow creation increased each year, with the biggest increase in 

2022/23 (Figure 8). Hedgerow creation was added as a standard metric in 2022/23, 

following its earlier reporting as a bespoke metric in 2021/22, consequently values 

in 2021/22 may be underestimated. The sharp increase in 2023/24 may partly be 

driven by a single project, the Luing Restoration Project, which delivered 21 km of 

hedgerows. This growth may also reflect a wider emphasis on ecological 

connectivity, aligning with ambitions for Nature Networks. 

The following case studies provide illustrative examples of the deployment and 

impacts of projects which included tree and hedgerow planting:  

• Case study: The Dalrymple Wetland Reserve, East Ayrshire planted 690 

new native broadleaf trees and 856 new hedgerow shrubs. For this project, 

the community made the choice to implement this nature restoration project 

on a field of improved grassland along the village boundary, which they 

owned. The hedgerows were planted strategically to extend habitat corridors 

across the landscape, and there is potential for future projects to build on this 

work.  

 
29 31 projects reported data directly. Values for remaining five projects estimated from ‘area of 

woodland created’ assuming the Woodland Trust’s recommended tree planting density (1100 trees 
per ha): Planning and Designing a Woodland - Woodland Trust 
30 Two values estimated for length of hedgerows. 

https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/plant-trees/managing-trees-and-woods/woodland-planning-and-design/
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• Case study: The Black Hills Regeneration Project, Knoydart, Highland 

allowed deer populations to be reduced to a very low level (0.1 deer/100ha) 

across the project area (3,000 ha), which will enable the natural regeneration 

of native tree species. Future phases of the project, over the next five years, 

include additional tree planting, made more viable and cost-effective through 

this NRF project.  

 

3.2.2 Extent of improved management of species rich grassland to increase 

habitat for pollinators 

Since it commenced, the Competitive Fund strand of the NRF has restored or 

created: 

• In excess of 282 ha of habitat for pollinators  

The area of habitat created or enhanced for pollinators is likely to be 

underestimated, as several projects that clearly target pollinators did not report on 

this metric (e.g., DaisyChain: building a coastal meadow network for Edinburgh 

pollinators; Irvine to Girvan Nectar Network). Additionally, other actions, including 

hedgerow planting, improving the management of urban greenspaces and wetland 

creation also provide valuable resources for pollinators and should be considered 

when assessing the overall impact. The following case study is an example of a 

project which included measures which will support pollinators: 

• Case study: Within the project area, which had formerly been an area of 

improved grassland, the Dalrymple Wetland Reserve, East Ayrshire project 

also created 0.24 ha of new meadow and planted 5,000 bulbs. The 856 new 

hedgerow shrubs will provide a key resource and connectivity for local 

pollinator species. The community partners will continue to monitor the site 

for new species moving in, Increased prevalence of pollinators would be a 

valuable ecosystem service boost for local farmers.  

 

 

3.2.3 Habitat creation for priority species 

Over the three-year period, the Competitive Fund of the NRF supported: 

• 22 different actions to protect priority species 

Fourteen projects reported 22 bespoke actions targeted to conserve priority species 

(Figure 9). 
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Figure 9: Actions undertaken for priority species. Some actions undertaken over 

multiple years. Total was 22 bespoke actions across 14 projects.  

A wide range of species were supported, including the Arctic tern, great crested 

newt, small blue butterfly, pine hoverfly, and Natterjack toad. Species were 

supported through both action on the ground (e.g. the release of great crested 

newts enhancing populations of this protected species; planting of kidney vetch, a 

key food source for the small blue butterfly) alongside surveys and information 

gathering activities (e.g. migration pathways of wild Atlantic salmon; mapping of 

mature elm trees).  

The area of habitat created, restored or managed for priority species was not 

captured as a standardised metric. Four projects reported specifically on the area of 

habitat managed or restored for priority species, totalling 22 hectares. However, a 

wide range of actions, delivered across many project types, contributed to this 

outcome. For example, the restoration of riverbank habitats and the planting of 

riparian woodlands will help protect priority species such as Atlantic salmon, river 

lamprey and iron blue mayfly. The removal of rhododendron from our ancient 

rainforests enhances habitat quality for priority species such as the red squirrel, 

pine martin and marsh fritillary butterfly. The Competitive Fund strand of the NRF 

therefore supports priority species through a variety of targeted actions, alongside 

broader actions to protect, enhance and create key habitats. 

The following case studies provide illustrative examples of projects which have had 

direct benefits for priority species: 

• Case study: The Landscape Scale Wetland and Connectivity Project, 

Highland created 26 new ponds across a farm cluster spanning 8,000 ha 
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around the Moray Firth. The project has also re-meandered 1,000m of 

watercourses, re-wetted and restored a large marsh by creating new 

scrapes, removing fences, and re-profiling dangerous ditches. This has 

created a network of habitats important for ground-nesting birds, waders, and 

the great crested newt, all of which have moved into these habitats already.  

• Case study: The Balgavies Loch Sediment Treatment Pond, Angus created 

an 850,000-litre pond as a defence for the Balgavies Loch Site of Special 

Scientific Interest against sediment pollution from the surrounding agricultural 

landscape during heavy rainfall events. The chain of measures has been 

effective in reducing the amount of field run-off entering the loch, including 

phosphates and sediment. This protects and maintains an important habitat 

for species such as water rail, great crested grebe, goldeneye, teal and 

wigeon.  

 

3.2.4 Natural flood management measures 

As of March 2024, the NRF Competitive Fund strand has: 

• Created and restored over 314 ha of wetlands  

• Created approximately 300 ponds and scrapes totalling 31 ha31 

• Re-meandered 4.4 km of watercourses  

• Reconnected 5.1 km of backwater  

 

Habitats such as wetlands and ponds store large quantities of water, slowing the 

rate that rainfall enters rivers and streams. Re-meandered watercourses can further 

help to dissipate energy in fast flowing waters, mitigating flooding downstream. 

Through creation and restoration of wetlands and ponds and re-meandering of 

rivers, the NRF has contributed to natural flood management, helping Scotland 

mitigate against the impact of climate change. The following case study gives a 

worked example of one such project on the ground: 

• Case study: The Baron’s Haugh Wetland Project, North Lanarkshire, tackled 

the issue of an eroding bund separating the nature reserve from the River 

Clyde. By undertaking a controlled breach of the bund, water now flows more 

gradually into the reserve, creating new pools and channels that promote a 

naturally functioning wetland and enhance the overall habitat. This cost-

effective approach is estimated to have saved £25 million in projected costs 

for restoring the bund. 

 
31 30 projects reported creating ponds with six projects reporting both the area and number of 
ponds. This provided the evaluation team with a median value, which was used to estimate pond 
number for four projects and pond area for 19 projects.  
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Over the three years 2021-24, the area of wetlands and ponds created increased, 

with the greatest increase in 2023/24 (Figure 10).  

  

Figure 10: (Left) Area of wetland habitats restored/created (total was 314 ha 

across 21 projects). (Right) Area of ponds created (total was 31 ha across 29 

projects).32  

2023/24 saw the greatest length of rivers re-meandered, totalling over 3.4 km. Re-

meandering rivers and restoring and creating wetlands are major projects that take 

time to plan and deliver. Higher values in 2023/24 are likely due to these actions 

being more feasible following the implementation of multi-year funding in 2022/23.  

 

3.2.5 Freshwater and riparian habitat restoration 

Over the three-year period, the Competitive Fund strand has: 

• Planted over 13,000 trees along watercourses 

• Restored over 19 km of aquatic and riparian habitat 

• Removed seven man-made obstructions from watercourses 

 

The Competitive Fund strand has restored 19.6 km of aquatic and riparian habitat 

through a variety of actions including riparian planting, restoring instream habitat, 

and protecting riverbanks from diffuse pollution and erosion. There is overlap 

between some reporting metrics (e.g., Length of riverbanks protected from diffuse 

pollution vs. Length of eroded riverbank restored), which led to inconsistencies in 

how actions are categorised. Consequently, metrics were amalgamated into a 

 
32 Pond area estimated for 19 projects 
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single metric relating to the total length of riverbank and aquatic habitats restored, 

protected, and enhanced (Figure 11). 

While the cumulative length of aquatic and riparian habitats restored/enhanced 

increased over time, the rate of increase slowed across the years. However, at end 

March 2024, four ongoing projects had outcomes relating to safeguarding 

freshwater habitats. Furthermore, the observed trend does not necessarily indicate 

a decline in restoration activity but may reflect the nature of project applications 

received and funded each year. The following case study is an example of a multi-

year project delivering across a catchment: 

• Case study: The Peffery Catchment Restoration Programme, Highland is 

working to restore sections of the River Peffery and its tributaries, which have 

been heavily modified over the past ~200 years. This project is in the process 

of installing leaky dams, re-meandering channelised sections, creating new 

wetlands, overflow channels, flood storage ponds, planting riparian plants, 

and restoring Dingwall’s Pefferside Park pond. These interventions will 

restore important wetland and riparian habitats by re-wetting areas of ground 

and the creation of new habitats and water bodies. 

 

Figure 11: Length of riverbank and watercourse habitat restored over the three-

year period. Total was 19.6 km of riverbank restored across 11 projects.  

 

3.2.6 Urban habitat connectivity and nature-based solutions for communities 

Over the first three years 2021-24, “Urban” projects funded under the Competitive 

Fund strand have supported: 

• The restoration of 1,818 ha of urban greenspace in towns and cities. 
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While a number of projects are situated in urban settings, only two projects 

specifically reported on the “Area (ha) of urban greenspace created”. To provide 

more comprehensive information, this metric was therefore calculated from the 

“Total area supported” for all projects categorised as “Urban”. Seven Competitive 

Fund strand projects were classified as urban and these restored 1,181 ha of 

greenspace through actions such as wildflower meadow planting, wetland creation, 

tree planting and rain garden creation. The area supported decreased significantly 

from 1,751 ha in 2021/22 to 12 ha in 2022/23 and 55 ha in 2023/24, primarily due to 

a large urban project taking place in 2021/22 (1,745 ha).  

There were several projects that were located in urban settings and delivered 

against multiple NRF outcomes. However, they were not classified under the long-

term outcome, “Urban”. Consequently, the reported values above likely under-

estimate the true impact of the NRF in urban settings. For example, projects like the 

Pentland and Portobello Greening project and Inshes Park Nature Rich 

Greenspace project, whilst categorised as “Habitat and Species”, directly supported 

and enhanced connection and integration of habitats and species to the urban 

fabric through actions like tree planting and wetland creation: 

• Case study: Pentlands to Portobello Greening, The City of Edinburgh 

enhanced urban greenspaces by planting native hedges, enriching 

meadowgrass, creating wetlands, and planting riparian trees. These efforts 

improved habitat linkages and landscape connectivity within the urban 

environment. This project placed a particular focus on addressing vacant and 

derelict land, which will improve these spaces for the adjacent, deprived 

neighbourhoods as well as contributing to the wider green networks linking 

Edinburgh to the surrounding countryside. 

Several actions were undertaken to help manage surface water, including creation 

of two raingardens (one project), installation of 10 leaky dams (one project), and the 

installation of 159 woody structures in watercourses (seven projects). These 

actions are most closely aligned to the Outcome 6 metric, “Extent and nature of 

mechanism created to help manage surface water.” However, not all these actions 

were undertaken in uban settings. Furthermore, they will contribute towards other 

outcomes, including Outcome 4 (natural flood management) and Outcome 5 

(restoring aquatic habitats), highlighting the interconnected benefits of nature 

restoration efforts.   

 

3.2.7 Managing invasive species in catchments 

Over the three-year period 2021-24, the Competitive Fund strand: 

• Protected and restored 103,436 ha from INNS 

• Protected 216 km of habitat from INNS 
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Metrics relating to length of habitat protected from INNS33 varied considerably 

between projects, ranging from 25 m to 200 km. Similarly, two large scale island 

clearance projects accounted for 80% (83,074 ha) of the total protected area. The 

largest project, “Eradication of Invasive Non-Native Stoat from Orkney,” protected 

58,725 ha, with the project “Biosecurity for Seabird Islands” protecting 24,349 ha. 

These large-scale projects drove annual trends, with the Orkney project delivered in 

the first year of the NRF (Figure 12). 

Many INNS projects focused on plant species identified as priorities for action by 

the NRF, including rhododendron, giant hogweed, Himalayan balsam, American 

skunk cabbage, and Japanese knotweed. Four projects targeted tree mallow and 

elder, which are not identified as priority INNS species by the NRF.34 

 

Figure 12: (Left) Area of habitat protected from INNS (total was 103,436 across 10 

projects). (Right) Length of habitat protected from INNS (total was 216 km 

protected across 6 projects).  

It is important to consider the impacts of INNS removal in relation to the challenge 
of long-term management, a point raised by a NatureScot topic lead working in this 
area:  

“With invasive plants, ‘rapid response’ can actually span decades. 

Some species remain in a catchment for 20 to 30 years before 

reaching a critical mass, at which point they spread rapidly. It’s not 

 
33 Reporting metrics captured data on both protecting and restoring habitats from INNS. Since the 
distinction between these two categories is not clear and to streamline reporting, metrics that 
recorded the area (or length) of habitat protected or restored were combined by the evaluation 
team under the term “protected” for simplicity. 
34 The INNS species which are listed as priorities within the NRF can be found on NatureScot’s 
website: Nature Restoration Fund - Priorities for Action | NatureScot 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/nature-restoration-fund-priorities-action#:~:text=Our%20top%20priority%20is%20preventing,corridors%20and%20in%20native%20woodlands.
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always about immediate action—it’s about long-term vigilance, which is 

the approach the Galloway Fisheries Trust is taking." – Project Topic 

Lead, INNS Species Advisor at NatureScot   

The quote above references the following case study, which provides an example 

of implementation of projects targeting invasive non-native plant species:  

• Case study: Scottish Solway INNS Control and Knowledge Programme, 

Dumfries & Galloway collaborated with local stakeholders to implement 

coordinated, long-term invasive non-native species (INNS) control across 

nine river catchments in Dumfries and Galloway. For each identified 'INNS 

unit' in need of control, the project officer met with relevant stakeholders, 

including anglers, landowners, and community groups, to discuss necessary 

actions and develop tailored plans. These plans outlined the monitoring and 

control measures to be carried out after the NRF project concluded. 

Additionally, the strong local engagement fostered by the programme 

provided a solid foundation for raising awareness about the use of biosecurity 

kits, with the project expanding following a successful funding award from the 

National Lottery Heritage Fund in 2024. 

 

3.2.8 Enhancing and restoring marine habitats and environments 

The NRF supported 50 coastal and marine projects between 2021-24, which 

deployed a wide range of measures and activities to benefit nature in these 

environments, including: 

• 23 mini buoys deployed, and tern rafts were installed 

• One seagrass nursery established 

• 40,000 transplants produced to support saltmarsh restoration 

• Surveys conducted on seagrass, salt marsh, and native oysters 

Many of the reporting milestones were less applicable to the marine environment 

(e.g. area of habitat supported was only reported by five projects). Milestones for 

the marine and coastal environment were often bespoke (as illustrated in examples 

above), aligning with actions for priority species (e.g. deployment of tern rafts) and 

for marine environments (e.g., deployment of mini buoys, and establishing 

nurseries). In capturing these bespoke milestones, the NRF provides an avenue to 

identify how they could be categorised more broadly to provide more standardised 

milestones for marine and coastal projects to report in the future (e.g. number of 

surveys conducted).  

Evidence collected via case study projects provides some insights for what impacts 

looked like for coastal and marine projects over the first three years of the NRF.  
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These projects are benefitting habitats and species by restoring natural buffer 

zones between land and sea:  

• Case study: A landscape scale example includes the Wilder, Wetter 

Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway project which restored 200 hectares of 

wetlands in 2023/24, aiming to increase the land's water retention capacity 

rather than allowing it to rapidly runoff. The boundaries between agricultural 

landscapes, the sea and saltmarsh, and the watercourses running through 

them have been restructured, creating a smoother transition between 

habitats and land types, helping wildlife and enhancing coastal resilience 

against rising seawater. 

• Case study: Additionally, the Link Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

project is strengthening connections between existing and future biodiversity 

efforts through the creation of 37 coastal ponds within agricultural fields, 

transforming naturally wet areas into hubs for rare species habitats and 

enhancing ecological connectivity. Together, these efforts provide vital inland 

buffer zones to support both new and resident species facing the challenges 

of rising sea levels.  

An additional source of data available on these projects is the expenses they 

incurred, which is a good indicator of the different activities they involved. Marine 

and coastal projects tended to include purchase of equipment, with 72% of all 

capital items being purchased by coastal and marine projects (Figure 13). 

Equipment was the most frequent capital expense and included cameras, 

microscopes, drones, and data loggers, diving equipment and protective 

equipment. 
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Figure 13: Overview of the type of capital equipment purchased/expenditure for 
coastal projects. The number in each cell indicates the number of times marine and 
coastal projects reported capital expenditure. In some cases, the same project 
reported more than once, e.g. several equipment purchases for the same project.  
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3.3 Competitive Fund strand: Challenges faced 

Projects reported several challenges, which were assigned to 11 broad categories. 

Challenges were not identified for all projects (63% of completed projects in 

2021/22 and 42% of completed projects in 2022/23 included details on challenges 

in reports). However, many projects reported multiple challenges, and these 

provide useful insights into factors that have impacted on progress. The following 

challenges were reported by Competitive Fund strand projects, with the number of 

projects reporting each challenge in parentheses:  

• Weather (28) 

• Difficulty in getting contractors (19) 

• Difficulty in sourcing equipment / materials (17) 

• Short / inappropriate timeframe (15) 

• Restoration actions challenging (11) 

• Costs (10) 

• COVID / Ukraine war (10) 

• Licensing, planning, or leasing issues (10) 

• Access / consent issues (8) 

• Remote / difficult to access (5) 

• Other challenges (10) 

 
Weather was the most common challenge, encountered by 28 projects. Case 

studies including Pentlands to Portobello Greening, The City of Edinburgh, Natural 

Devon – Pool of Muckhart Initiative, Clackmannanshire, and Link Caerlaverock, 

Dumfries & Galloway highlighted how drought and heavy rain disrupted project 

delivery. In the first project, drought and severe cold rendered the ground 

impenetrable, causing delays and preventing volunteer groups from planting bulbs 

and wildflower seeds at the optimal time. In the second case, droughts followed by 

heavy rain washed away wildflower seeds, undermining planting efforts. In the third 

case, unpredictable weather patterns in the Solway Firth required contractors to 

remain flexible, as they had to adjust their schedules to accommodate fluctuating 

weather conditions.  

The availability of contractors was the second most common challenge (reported by 

19 projects). Case studies further highlighted difficulties in securing contractors with 

the right expertise, capacity, and ability to deliver within time and budget. These 

challenges were particularly pronounced in remote and rural areas. 
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Among available contractors, there can be a shortage of practical expertise in 

conservation management and nature-based solutions. Project managers from the 

Forth Rivers Trust, who delivered the Natural Devon project, opted to train local 

contractors in natural flood management techniques as a more economically 

sustainable option, rather than commissioning larger or specialist contracting 

companies from further afield. This had direct benefits in terms of increasing 

contractor capacity, as one project manager explained: 

“There is a deficit in contractors that are competent in natural flood 

management. We might as well support these contractors and help 

them in learning. It’s worked really well. We’ve got a couple of really 

good contractors now.” – Project lead, Natural Devon – Pool of 

Muckhart Initiative, Clackmannanshire 

This approach of training available contractors was also used by the Landscape 

Scale Wetland and Connectivity Project in the Highlands.  They worked with 

agricultural contractors, adapting their traditional skills to restoration techniques. 

Rather than outsourcing to specialised firms, the team chose to train local 

contractors, ensuring long-term capacity building and a more sustainable approach 

to project delivery: 

“We’ve got a network of local contractors we have used for some 

projects beforehand, and they are fantastic. It’s interesting because it’s 

everything that they, traditionally, as agricultural contractors, do not do. 

You’re judged on how straight your ditches are, and we’re telling them 

to re-profile and wiggle the edges as much as possible. […] They 

worked it out, and you end up educating a whole new community of 

people who otherwise would just keep on keeping on.” – Project lead, 

Landscape Scale Wetland and Connectivity Project, Highland 

Having a reliable, local network of skilled contractors with which to share the 

opportunity to deliver nature restoration is beneficial for the future of biodiversity 

improvement works. 

A lack of practical skills in conservation management is recognised in NatureScot’s 

Nature-based Jobs and Skills Implementation Plan 2024-2535 which outlines steps 

to increase Scotland’s capacity to deliver nature restoration at scale. Building green 

skills is also supported by the Scottish Government Green Jobs Fund.36 Data 

collected under the NRF Competitive Fund strand could help pinpoint the type and 

location of skill gaps, helping to guide training and funding to priority areas.  

 
35 Nature-based jobs and skills Implementation Plan 2024-25 | NatureScot 
36 Scotland's Economy Scotland’s growing green economy - Scotland's Economy 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/nature-based-jobs-and-skills-implementation-plan-2024-25
https://blogs.gov.scot/scotlands-economy/2022/08/19/scotlands-growing-green-economy/
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Sourcing materials was identified by 13 projects as a challenge in 2021/22, but 

dropped to only 4 projects in 2022/23, suggesting this issue may have been linked 

to the COVID-19 pandemic and/or Ukraine war and the resulting global shortages. 

Timescale-related challenges were also noted, with 15 projects identifying 

inappropriate time frames as a barrier. As noted by one project manager, the timing 

for receiving NRF funding sometimes caused cascading delays: 

“There was a short lead-in time for the first project year […] money was 

given in September, which means you’re already on month five of the 

financial year. There was a lead-in time that took longer than expected 

for elements delivered by contractors, which made sourcing materials 

and stock even harder than it would have been had the project started 

on time, because certain items for planting were no longer in stock.”  – 

Edinburgh & Lothians Greenspace Trust project officer, Pentlands to 

Portobello Greening, The City of Edinburgh 

The Wilder, Wetter Caerlaverock project experienced delays in planned delivery, as 

they did not anticipate the need for licensing from NatureScot and SEPA to treat 

invasive species discovered on site. Once it became clear that these approvals 

were required, the lengthy processing time prevented work from being completed 

within the original timeframe. As mentioned by the project officer, rescheduling 

tasks meant some planned outputs had to be rescheduled:   

“Because of licensing delays, we weren’t able to carry out that work in 

Year 1, but we couldn’t carry the funding over to Year 2. We’re doing 

that work, because it’s absolutely critical work, but we’re having to lose 

some of our other outputs and take it out of Year 2 funding.” – Project 

lead, Wilder, Wetter Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

These findings highlight the importance of addressing logistical and workforce 

constraints, as well as perhaps considering greater flexibility in the timing of NRF 

payments to optimise the impact of restoration efforts. Resilience to unpredictable 

weather, expanded contractor availability and refined funding structures will help 

minimise practical delivery constraints can positively contribute to the effectiveness 

of nature restoration efforts. 

However, NRF funding structures include flexibility that can be used by projects to 

address some of the above challenge, which was referenced by this project 

manager:  

“The payment structure is fantastic, monthly updates, being able to pay 

for things ahead and get paid back […] A real simplicity about it. It 

seemed like there was trust […] and that trust just blew away a lot of 

the bureaucratic, time constraining, boring bits of nature restoration. 

The more bureaucracy the NRF has, the less effective it would be, and 
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the less nature for your pound you’d be getting.” – Project lead, 

Landscape Scale Wetland and Connectivity Project, Highland37 

Costs sometimes change between those projected in budgets included in 

applications and actual delivery. Multiple projects expressed gratitude for 

NatureScot funding officers for allowing them to shift funding within projects, where 

there was underspend on another budget line, to cover actual costs of delivery. 

 

3.4 Building the evidence base for future nature restoration 

NRF-funded projects provide a crucial evidence base to enhance the delivery and 

outcomes of future nature restoration projects. However, projects were not explicitly 

asked to report on how their activities contributed to building the evidence base, 

and qualitative data on this was limited. Despite this, twenty-four Competitive Fund 

strand projects (12%) reported successes over and above the delivery of the 

agreed activities. These examples help illustrate how projects generated new 

insights that may refine future restoration approaches.  

Ecological successes demonstrated the multiple benefits achieved from nature 

restoration. For example, saltmarsh restoration in the Montrose Basin has resulted 

in the storage of blue carbon, provision of refuge and feeding sites for a range of 

wading birds, the first recording of the great white egret, and indirectly reconnected 

people with nature via the visitors’ centre. One project used thermal imagery at 

night to discover new bird species feeding and breeding in the wetland pools, areas 

where they had not been previously recorded. Additionally, nightjars were observed 

foraging on the site during the summer after restoration work, following two years of 

monitoring during which no sightings had been recorded.. The Wilder, Wetter 

Caerlaverock project officer highlighted the broader impact of these findings: 

“The work that we’re doing is supporting more biodiversity, more 

relaxed grazing, more species rich grassland, more wetlands, so it’s 

increasing the invertebrate population.” – Project lead, Wilder, Wetter 

Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

Some projects also note greater stakeholder engagement and community support 

for nature restoration, which could inform strategies for expanding nature recovery 

efforts. This was the case for the Scottish Solway INNS Control and Knowledge 

Programme, which relied on stakeholder involvement for long-term INNS control. A 

project officer with deep regional knowledge and community connections played a 

key role in engaging stakeholders and establishing a sustainable maintenance plan 

beyond the funding cycle. This approach also secured additional community 

 
37 Within the NRF, advance payments are only made in strict circumstances by exception with 
evidence of cashflow issues, invoice submitted, and no further payments made until receipted 
invoice submitted. The standard process is payment in arrears. 
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engagement funding to support ongoing INNS prevention and education efforts. 

The project lead from the Scottish Solway INNS Control and Knowledge 

Programme, emphasised the importance of transitioning long-term management to 

local stakeholders: 

"The long-term strategy isn’t for the Galloway Fisheries Trust to handle 

the issue indefinitely. Our role is to reduce INNS to a manageable 

level, often using spraying contractors, and then transition 

responsibility to a key stakeholder. We identify any barriers they may 

face — whether it's a lack of understanding, training, equipment, or the 

need for regular reminders — and work with them to build the skills 

and confidence needed to take over long-term management." – Project 

lead, Scottish Solway INNS Control and Knowledge Programme, 

Dumfries & Galloway 

The role of technology in specific projects was also noted. For example, the Whale 

and Dolphin Conservation project purchased telescopes to support species 

identification for shore watchers along the coastlines of Scotland and developed an 

app to help streamline data submissions. Different methodological approaches 

included proactive trapping that boosted catch rates of breeding female stoats as 

part of the RSPB’s stoat eradication project on Orkney; the Whale and Dolphin 

Conservation Trust’s collaboration with Scotland’s creel fishers to use a buoyant 

rope system for creel fishing to reduce entanglement of mega-fauna; and the 

RSPB’s use of specialised equipment enabling successful rat eradication to aid 

seabird recovery on Lamb Island in the Firth of Forth. 

Knowledge-sharing initiatives helped strengthen the evidence base, with, for 

example, the SeaWilding Equipment Purchase project in Loch Craignish created a 

"how-to" video, providing resources for other community seagrass projects. 

Similarly, project leads of Rewilding Lettoch in Pitlochry have been actively 

approached by others seeking advice for similar rewilding projects. Projects like 

Link Caerlaverock near Dumfries demonstrate how knowledge sharing can 

increase the scalability of restoration, habitat creation, and biodiversity connectivity 

when individual efforts are connected into a broader regional strategy. The 

NatureScot Topic Lead for the Link Caerlaverock project highlighted the importance 

of this interconnected approach: 

“Link Caerlaverock was like a crucial piece in a larger jigsaw, 

connecting two major sites—the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust and the 

National Nature Reserve. Additionally, the estate indicated that more 

projects are planned elsewhere in the Solway. I hope that neighbouring 

landowners will follow suit, as tackling the biodiversity crisis requires 

more than isolated efforts on individual estates or farms. Conservation 

is far more effective when creating large, connected habitats rather 
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than scattered fragments.” – NatureScot Topic Lead for Link 

Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

These examples provide valuable learning opportunities and illustrate how NRF-

funded projects contribute not only to on-the-ground restoration but also to the 

broader knowledge and tools necessary for scaling nature recovery across 

Scotland. However, they do not comprehensively represent how NRF projects 

contribute to the wider evidence base. Improved mechanisms for capturing and 

sharing emerging insights—such as unexpected ecological outcomes, novel 

methodologies, and stakeholder engagement strategies—could enhance the fund’s 

role in informing future restoration efforts across Scotland. 
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4 Edinburgh Process strand outputs, 

outcomes and challenges faced 

 

This section presents the results of the data analysis for the Edinburgh Process 

strand. The section structure reflects the Scottish Government evaluation 

framework and logic model as set out in 2 Methods. It covers the outputs (4.1 

Edinburgh Process strand: Outputs) and outcomes (4.2 Edinburgh Process strand: 

Outcomes), as well as challenges and lessons learned (4.3 Edinburgh Process 

strand: Challenges faced). Selected insights from case studies are drawn into these 

sections as relevant.  

Between 2021 and 2024, the Edinburgh Process strand of the NRF provided £19.3 

million to local authorities, which delivered more than 575 projects. The projects 

supported nature restoration across an estimated 195,106 hectares and 74% of 

projects were delivered in collaboration with partners and community groups. 

 

4.1 Edinburgh Process strand: Outputs  

4.1.1 Area (ha) where project activities have been undertaken38 

An estimated 195,106 hectares of nature restoration were supported39 under the 

Edinburgh Process across the three years of funding. However, of the 32 local 

authorities in Scotland, only between 16 and 25 local authorities reported area 

metrics each year, therefore the actual area of restoration is likely higher. The area 

supported was notably lower in 2021/22. While fewer councils reported this metric 

in the first year (20 versus 23 in 2022/23 and 25 in 2023/24), lack of reporting is 

unlikely to fully account for the magnitude of this change.  

The second year of funding supported the largest area, driven by three 

exceptionally large projects: Orkney’s whole island initiative (99,000 ha) to control 

greylag geese, a large-scale INNS removal project of gunnera (40,000 ha) across 

the Outer Hebrides, and Edinburgh City’s fish migration project targeting the entire 

River Almond catchment. 

 

 

 
38 Note: Output A and Output B of the Scottish Government’s evaluation framework were not 
applicable for the Edinburgh Process and consequently no evaluation against these was 
conducted. 
39 “Supported” captures all NRF-funded activities (e.g. habitat created, restored, managed etc.). 
See Methods section for further clarification. 
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Figure 14: (Left) Total area (ha) supported by Edinburgh Process strand funding, 

including four large-scale projects. (Right) Total area (ha) supported by Edinburgh 

Process strand funding, excluding four large-scale projects. 

 

In 2023/24, multiple projects in Dumfries and Galloway targeted an entire seascape 

(11,159 ha). Excluding these four large-scale projects, the data shows a steady 

increase in the area supported over the three years (Figure 14). 

The lower figure in 2021/22 may reflect the challenges of launching a new funding 

program, with local authorities initially unfamiliar with the eligible activities and 

needing more time to plan and implement larger projects. Early projects may have 

been smaller in scale, as councils tested processes, contributing to the lower area 

reported in the first year. At the same time, the steady increase in area supported 

over the three years suggests that authorities grew more familiar with the fund's 

processes and requirements, allowing them to plan more effectively and implement 

projects efficiently as soon as funding was allocated.              

Between 2022 and 2024, at least 575 projects were supported by NRF funding 

under the Edinburgh Process.40 The majority of projects were completed 

successfully within the original project timelines, with 337 projects (69%) completed 

 
40 In 2021/22 local authorities did not explicitly report number of projects. Project numbers perhaps 
unclear in some cases, because a summary description of various work and measures, potentially 
across a range of locations and projects, was provided in the first set of returns in 2021/22. For 16 
local authorities it was possible to estimate the number based on the project description. However, 
the estimated number of 78 projects in 2021/22 underestimates the actual number, since 12 local 
authorities provided no indication of number of projects. 
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at the point of year-end reporting during 2022/23 and 2023/24 (Figure 15). In 

2022/23, 191 projects were completed, and 146 were completed in 2023/24. 

Additional projects were expected to have been completed as part of the 2021/22 

funding round; however, local authorities did not report this metric. The figure likely 

further underestimates the actual number of completed projects, given that five 

councils did not report this metric in 2022/23 and 2023/24.  

Projects usually required the entire time available in each funding round, with only 

seven projects ending early, six in 2022/23 and one in 2023/24 (Figure 15). Again, 

this metric was not reported in 2021/22, and six local authorities did not report on 

this metric in subsequent years. Local authorities did not report on the reason for 

projects ending early. Such information could help identify actions that result in 

successful and timely completion.  

 

 

 

Figure 15: Status of project completion at year-end reporting for funding rounds 

2022/23 and 2023/24. 

Despite the high number of successfully completed projects, a total of 102 projects 

were not completed at the point of reporting – this is 21% of all projects supported 

by the Edinburgh Process in 2022/23 and 2023/24.41 In 2022/23, 41 projects were 

reported as not completed or ongoing, while in 2023/24 61 projects were reported 

as not completed or ongoing. Local councils did not report on this in 2021/22. This 

 
41 Based on figures of ongoing projects submitted by 55 local authorities across 22/23 and 23/24. 6 
local authorities who submitted forms, did not provide a response to this metric. Forty-one projects 
were reported as not completed in 22/23, 61 in 23/24 and 7 projects were terminated. These 
numbers add up to 446 projects while 497 were reported to have been supported. However, this is 
in line with what was reported by councils, who did not consistently report across these fields. This 
data was not reported in 21/22. 
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would indicate that single-year funding, particularly when delivered late in the year, 

could impede progress towards meeting nature restoration targets. Exploring the 

potential of funding multi-year projects, or allowing funds to be transferred between 

years, would provide flexibility and potentially facilitate the implementation of larger, 

more ambitious action on the ground. 

 

4.1.2 Extent of NRF funding awarded under the Edinburgh Process strand 

Between 2021 and 2024, £19.3 million of funding was received by local authorities. 

The funding allocations ranged from £16,000 in 2021/22 (Orkney) to £676,000 in 

2023/24 (Highland), with an average (mean) allocation of £222,000 and a median 

of £183,000. The funding increased each year, with local councils receiving £4.4 

million in 2021/22, £5.9 million in 2022/23, and £9 million in 2023/24 (Figure 16). 

Most of the allocated funding was spent. In 2021/22 local councils collectively spent 

20% more than their NRF allocation, with Glasgow City’s spending exceeding NRF 

allocation by 53%.42 However, in 2022/23 there was a 9% underspend, followed by 

a 4% underspend in 2023/24, leading to an overall underspend of just 0.13% 

across the three years.  

 

 

Figure 16: Funding received by local authorities under the Edinburgh Process 

during three funding rounds between 2021-2024.  

 

 
42 Overspent means that the local authority reported a total project spend that exceeded the total 
NRF funding received. Local authorities did not report on how the additional spending was 
financed. 
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Funding received, funding spent, and the number of projects delivered by each 

local authority across the three reporting rounds (2021/22, 2022/23 and 2023/24) 

were summarised. Reporting was incomplete for seven local authorities43 (i.e. 

reporting forms not completed for one or more years, or some key metrics omitted). 

Consequently, these local authorities have been excluded from the discussion.   

Over the three years, Fife received the most money through the NRF, totalling 

£1.41 million (Figure 17). However, Glasgow City Council reported the highest 

spending on NRF supported projects at £1.45 million, significantly exceeding the 

£0.866 million allocated through the Edinburgh Process. Local authority funding 

distribution was based on a formula specified by NatureScot. The Highland Council 

delivered the highest number of projects (50), followed by East Dunbartonshire (40) 

and Renfrewshire (34).  

 
43 Shetland, Argyll and Bute, North Ayrshire, East Ayrshire, South Lanarkshire, Eilean Siar and 
Scottish Borders. 
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Figure 17: Total NRF funding received by local authorities under the Edinburgh 

Process across the three funding rounds between 2021-2024. Local authority 

funding distribution was based on a formula specified by NatureScot.  
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4.2 Edinburgh Process strand: Outcomes 

Local authorities reported against 16 different outcome measures, which refer to 

categories of actions or themes that align with the intended outcomes of the NRF. 

These measures were self-reported by local authorities based on their activities and 

do not always indicate observed or quantified impacts on the ground. Instead, they 

provide an overview of the types of interventions undertaken, as selected from a 

predefined list in the reporting form.  

Local authorities marked “Yes” for all measures that applied to their projects. As 

summarised in Figure 18, most projects delivered multiple measures. On average, 

projects delivered four measures, with some projects reporting delivery of as many 

as 12 measures.44  However, this was often due to local authorities combining 

reporting for multiple projects. The total number of outcome measures reported by 

each local authority (across all projects) ranged from 1 to 88, with an average of 

approximately 35 measures. The observed discrepancy between local authorities 

may partly be due to differences in reporting detail and may not necessarily reflect 

true differences in delivery.  

Reported measures were relatively balanced between urban (605 reported, 617 

including assigned) and rural (474 reported, 488 including assigned) measures. 

The highest totals were for Action for pollinators (urban) (141 reported, 149 

including assigned), Nature Networks (urban) (125 reported, 127 including 

assigned), and Planting of wildlife corridors, and removal of barriers to movement, 

Pollinator planting (rural) (91 reported). Rain gardens received the lowest delivery 

figure, with only 17 projects reporting delivery against this outcome measure.  

 

 

 
44 This figure excludes the 32 projects that did not report delivery of any measures. Exploring these 
projects highlighted that this was primarily due to a lack of reporting rather than a failure of projects 
to deliver against the listed outcomes. These projects were explored in greater depth and manually 
assigned outcomes by SAC Consulting. 
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Figure 18: Frequency of outcome measures reported by projects between 2021-
2024. Projects which did not report any measures were explored in greater depth 
and manually assigned outcomes by SAC Consulting. 

 
When looking at delivery against NRF long-term outcomes, the greatest number of 

projects have delivered outcomes related to Habitat and species restoration, as well 

as Urban: Enhancing and connecting nature45 (Figure 19). There are comparatively 

few initiatives relating to Coastal and Marine initiatives and Control of INNS.  

 

 
45 Unlike the Competitive Fund strand, where projects reported against the long-term outcomes, 
Edinburgh Process projects reported delivery against Priority Themes. However, these NRF 
Priority Themes are broadly aligned with the long-term outcomes. 
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Figure 19: Number of projects delivering against NRF Priority Themes (long-term 

outcomes). 

 
Edinburgh Process projects tended to be highly collaborative, with 74% of projects 

working with partners and/or community groups (Figure 20). Only 26% of projects 

had neither partner nor community group involvement. The exact number of 

partners and community groups ranged widely, and this information was 

inconsistently reported, with some reporting just one project partner and others 

reporting up to ten partners.  

Project partners ranged from delivery or operational partners, to groups who owned 

or managed the land on which projects took place, to other types of support. 

Partners included a range of organisations and groups, including trusts, 

conservation groups, government bodies (e.g. SEPA), local councils, universities, 

and NGOs (e.g. Tweed Forum). Community groups included local volunteer 

organisations, schools, "Friends of" groups, or clubs that participate in on-the-

ground activities such as tree planting, habitat restoration, or engagement efforts.  

Projects often took a collaborative approach to delivery, involving a wide spectrum 

of community, educational, governmental, and specialist organisations to drive the 

success of NRF projects. 
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Figure 20: Proportions of projects reporting working with partners and/or 

community groups. 

 
An example from case study data was Aberdeenshire Council, who leveraged their 

stakeholder network to get results from the funding available that worked well for 

local communities. The council supported at least 20 projects and workstreams, 

including purchasing greenspace equipment, site-specific habitat enhancements, 

and providing continued assistance to community-led initiatives. As an 

Environmental Planner from Aberdeenshire Council explained: 

"Through the NRF, 150 community groups have benefited—not 

through direct funding, but by receiving materials like plants to 

enhance public green spaces. […] In reality, without support, it might 

have just meant cutting back on mowing and dealing with complaints. 

Instead, we've been able to have a completely different conversation—

one focused on collaboration and actively working with communities to 

enhance their local environments." – Environmental Planner, 

Aberdeenshire Council 

 

4.2.1 Outcomes and their associated actions 

Unlike the Competitive Fund strand, the Edinburgh Process does not require 

projects to report quantitative data for NRF programme outcomes (e.g. Area of 

wetland created, Length of eroded riverbank restored). While some local authorities 

provide quantitative information (e.g. area of meadows created) this is done 

inconsistently, with others simply reporting actions undertaken.  With varying levels 
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of detail reported by local authorities, actions were summarised across all 

submissions to provide an overarching view of activities undertaken.  

Local authorities were encouraged to elaborate on actions that were undertaken as 

part of NRF projects. This qualitative data showed a breadth of activity in support of 

nature restoration. The below list provides a succinct overview of the number of 

projects that delivered against NRF outcome measures and relevant actions that 

were undertaken. Projects included, for example, tree planting, meadow creation, 

wetland restoration, and riverbank stabilisation, with many initiatives supporting 

biodiversity corridors and Nature Networks. The summary highlights the diversity of 

interventions and the role of localised efforts in supporting national restoration.  

The following list summarises NRF programme outcomes for the Edinburgh 

Process. This does not include Outcome 1, 3, 5, since they did not have specific 

outcome measures. Figures in brackets denote the number of projects reported by 

local authorities plus additional projects assigned to that outcome by SAC 

Consulting in situations where local authorities had not assigned projects to these 

specific outcomes (flagged with an asterisk *).  

 
Outcome 2: Improved management of species rich grassland to increase 

habitat for pollinators  

Outcome Measure : Action for pollinators; 149 projects (141 + 8*)  

Key Actions: Meadow creation, specialised grass cutting equipment, relaxed 

mowing, wildflower plugs, removal of INNS, thinning of woodlands, solitary bee 

nests 

Outcome 4: Implemented natural flood management to lessen the impact of 

climate change  

Outcome Measure : Natural Flood Management; 55 projects (47 + 8*) 

Key actions: River and wetland reconnection, pond creation, woody debris 

installation 

Outcome 6: Enhanced connection and integration of habitats and species to 

the urban fabric and increased nature-based solutions for healthy and 

resilient communities 

Outcome measure: Wee Forests; 42 projects 

Key actions: Tree corridors, urban woodland creation, community planting. 134,213 

trees planted (incl. projects reported under other measures). 

Outcome measure: Rain gardens; 17 projects 

Key actions: Surface water management, habitat for pollinators, educational 

engagement 
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Outcome measure: Improving greenspaces for outdoor learning; 80 projects (78 + 

2*) 

Key actions: Biodiversity kits and bird/bat boxes, interpretative signage, enhance 

accessibility of natural sites (e.g. board walks, pond dipping platforms), restoration 

of woodland trails near educational centres, involvement of community volunteers 

in monitoring. 

Outcome measure: Improving local nature reserves; 48 projects.  

Key actions: Habitat restoration, invasive species removal, equipment for grassland 

management, engagement through volunteer programs. 

Outcome measure: Greening active travel routes; 52 projects.  

Key actions: Tree planting, wildflower meadows along routes, hedgerow planting to 

enhance biodiversity. 

Outcome measure: Urban woodlands; 55 projects.  

Key actions: Tree planting, woodland management (coppice and scrub, INNS 

clearing), restoration of woodland paths. 

Outcome measure: Nature Networks; 224 projects (220 + 4*) 

Key actions: Connect urban and rural greenspaces, removal of physical barriers 

(e.g. fencing), river restoration, wildflower meadow creation. 85 urban, 62 rural 

nature networks. 

Outcome 7: Controlled INNS in a catchment, or protected a previously 

uninvaded catchment, to protect habitats and halt biodiversity loss 

Outcome measure: INNS removal; 70 projects (67 + 3*) 

Key actions: Herbicide spraying, stump removal, and natural regeneration. 

Outcome 8: Contributed to the long-term enhancement, conservation status 

and recovery of the marine and coastal environment and of priority marine 

features 

Outcome measure: Coastal habitat enhancement; 57 projects (56 + 1*) 

Key actions: Native vegetation planting, dune access infrastructure, invasive 

species control, seagrass and oyster habitat surveys. 

 

4.2.2 Outcomes: Nature Networks 

A Nature Network connects nature-rich sites and restoration areas through areas of 

suitable habitat, habitat corridors, and stepping-stones. As well as supporting 

regional and national approaches to protect and restore nature, they provide local 



61 

benefits to wildlife and people. To ensure Scotland's nature can thrive, nature-rich 

areas must be connected through a series of networks linking them all together.46  

The NRF directly allocated an additional £5 million funding to local authorities 

specifically for Nature Networks in FY 2023-24. This was aimed at helping to 

develop projects that contributed to Nature Network development and meeting local 

priorities for climate and nature.  

Reporting on Nature Networks was introduced in 2022/23, with local authorities 

indicating whether actions undertaken had contributed to Nature Networks. Local 

authorities reported in more depth on Nature Networks in 2023/24, answering a 

suite of questions on their progress towards identifying and implementing Nature 

Networks, in addition to questions relating to developing new partnerships and 

securing funding.  

When asked specifically whether they had spatially identified Nature Networks, as 

of March 2024, only four councils reported that they had identified Nature Networks 

across their local authority area, with just one council integrating Nature Networks 

into their Local Development Plan. Accessing the AECOM EcoUplift mapping tool is 

expected to help other councils define the boundaries of their Nature Networks. 

This mapping tool was made available to local authorities just before the final 

reporting round, therefore local authorities previously lacked a standardised 

methodology by which to identify Nature Networks.  

Even though most local authorities had not spatially identified Nature Networks, 21 

local authorities reported that they had identified opportunity areas for creating or 

enhancing Nature Networks. Sixteen councils reported they started to develop 

projects targeting these areas. On average, of the land identified as potential 

opportunity areas, councils estimated that 61% is under their ownership.47 Given 

that Nature Networks focus on connectivity, landownership will provide a key 

challenge when it comes to implementing action in identified opportunity areas.  

From the total number of Edinburgh Process projects across all local authorities, 

220 projects48 reported a diversity of different actions relating to the identification 

and implementation of Nature Networks (Figure 21).  

 

 
46 NatureScot (2024) Nature Networks explained.  
47 Only 20 of 30 local authorities reported on whether opportunity areas were on council-owned 
land. 
48 Includes two projects for which local authorities failed to assign actions to any programme 
outcomes. These were reviewed and manually assigned by SAC’s evaluation team. 

https://www.nature.scot/home/nature-networks-toolbox/what-are-nature-networks/nature-networks-explained
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Figure 21: A word cloud summarising actions reported by local authorities 

undertaken to support Nature Networks. Font size reflects the frequency that a 

particular action was reported, with most frequent actions in the largest font. 

 

Between 2022/23 and 2023/24, 125 projects reported that they supported urban 

Nature Networks, and 95 projects supported rural Nature Networks (this information 

was not reported on in 2021/22). Relevant activities included:  

Enhancing and restoring habitats: 

• Several projects focussed on enhancing the quality of ecologically important 

sites, as these will form core components of Nature Networks. 

• Projects engaged in habitat restoration efforts, including river restoration 

(e.g., 1.5 km of river restored) to support aquatic and riparian species. River 

catchments and waterways are frequently recognised for their importance in 

Nature Networks.  

• Projects also reported on enhancing connectivity between existing wildlife 

habitats, Local Nature Conservation Sites, and Sites of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSIs).  

Connecting habitats: 

• Nature Networks were used to connect urban and rural greenspaces, to 

create pollinator corridors (e.g. Ayrshire Nectar Network, which creates and 

maintains connected nectar and pollen-rich sites) and to link isolated habitats 

to support species movement.  

• Some projects removed physical barriers like fencing. For example, in 

Dumfries and Galloway, the Threave Landscape Restoration Project 

removed 8,000 m of fencing to allow wildlife movement and create 

uninterrupted habitat corridors. 
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• Wildflower meadows were created and wild hedgerows planted to form 

habitat mosaics and improve pollinator pathways. Urban tree planting and 

hedgerow initiatives were implemented to create new networks and enhance 

habitat diversity.  

• Projects that improved urban greenspaces point out that this will help form 

important corridors between ecologically rich urban areas. 

For most projects, it was unclear the degree to which actions were spatially 

targeted to promote connectivity. However, several projects built on existing 

network models, including B-Lines,49 Central Scotland Green Network's habitat 

networks,50 the Glasgow and Clyde Valley Green Network Modelling.51 As local 

authorities begin to spatially map their Nature Networks and better understand what 

these should look like, we can expect more joined-up actions and impacts on the 

ground. 

In 2023/24, local authorities were requested to outline how they felt Nature 

Networks had mainstreamed biodiversity. Twenty-one councils noted that Nature 

Networks have facilitated the mainstreaming of biodiversity within local authority 

policies and practices, increasing awareness of nature-based solutions for 

planning, climate adaptation, and bringing together different teams within local 

authorities, responsible for different areas including Open Space, Forestry, Roads, 

Climate and Flood Risk Management. Building on these new collaborations, many 

councils are taking steps to incorporate Nature Networks into local action 

plans/strategies including Local Biodiversity Action Plans, Climate Adaption Plans, 

Open Space Strategies, and Sustainable Development Plans. 

Twenty councils reported they are supported by partnerships with community 

groups, NGOs, regional bodies other local authorities and governmental agencies. 

Around half of the councils (15) have supplemented NRF funding with additional 

funding. The exact amount of additional funding is difficult to estimate, since only 

six councils report additional funding figures. However, of those who do report, 

additional funding is substantial, equating to a total of £1.69 million. The sources of 

additional funding are diverse - local councils often supplement with their own funds 

while also getting funds from, for example, Net Zero Bio Fund, SEPA WEF fund, 

the National Heritage Lottery fund, and Levelling Up Parks Fund. 

Councils reported that Nature Networks have helped them to mainstream 

biodiversity in the following ways (number of councils reporting this in brackets): 

• Collaboration between different departments (11) 

 
49 B-Lines - Buglife 
50 Central Scotland Green Network (CSGN) - 2021 Habitat Connectivity Map | NatureScot 
51 Home - GCV Green Network 

https://www.buglife.org.uk/our-work/b-lines/?gad_source=1&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIk9vEwL_miwMVQ5pQBh0WNgqYEAAYASAAEgLUffD_BwE
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/land-and-sea-management/managing-land/habitat-networks/central-scotland-green-network-csgn-2021-habitat-connectivity-map
https://www.gcvgreennetwork.gov.uk/
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• Development of strategies and/or action plans (11) 

• Raising awareness (10) 

• External collaboration (2) 

Aberdeenshire Council has reported on delivering against Nature Networks but 

faced barriers around capital spending restrictions within the council. Nonetheless, 

the broader impact of projects supported by the NRF has naturally contributed to 

strengthening ecological connectivity: 

"Our Council has a strict interpretation of what qualifies as capital 

spending […] For example, if we wanted to spend money on a paper-

based exercise, such as mapping Nature Networks, it would have to 

directly lead to a capital investment. We actually attempted to fund 

Nature Network mapping through the NRF during the years under 

evaluation, but our own internal processes prevented it. As a result, we 

had to source internal revenue funding instead, since the Nature 

Restoration Fund is strictly capital. This presents an interesting 

challenge: Within councils, at least in our case, NRF funding must be 

spent on tangible project delivery. When we report back, in all honesty, 

there won’t be a single project where the primary goal was explicitly 

delivering Nature Networks. However, almost everything we do 

contributes to them in some way.” – Environmental planner, 

Aberdeenshire Council52 

 

4.3 Edinburgh Process strand: Challenges faced 

In 2022/23 and 2023/24, local councils were asked to report on their main 

challenges. A recurring issue, mentioned 41 times, was the timescale of receiving 

and utilising funding (Figure 22). 

Councils highlighted that they received funding late in the year while being required 

to spend it by year-end. This is illustrated in the Aberdeenshire Council – Ugie 

Catchment Small Scale Tree case study, where projects intended for funding are 

shortlisted at the beginning of the year to ensure swift action once funds are 

received. However, if the funding amount or disbursement date changes, some 

projects may remain unfunded, hindering the Council's ability to meet its expected 

contributions to nature restoration.  

 
52 See Aberdeenshire Council – Ugie Catchment Small Scale Tree  
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Figure 22: Key challenges that were reported by Local Authorities, including 

number of Local Authorities that reported each challenge. Size of the block reflects 

the frequency at which a challenge was reported.53  

 

It can also leave insufficient time for planning, procurement, and implementation, 

particularly for projects influenced by seasonal factors, such as INNS initiatives. As 

a result, councils often had to prioritise smaller, less impactful projects to meet 

deadlines. The tight timelines also contributed to another significant challenge: the 

lack of available staff, contractors, and experts to support project delivery, which 

was reported 21 times. 

This mirrors the Competitive Fund strand, in which project leads also identified 

difficulties in securing contractors and experts. Additionally, councils raised 

concerns about the restrictions on how the funding could be used, specifically the 

capital nature of funding. 

 
53 Within the ‘Other’ category, projects reported access/consent issues (2), uncertainty about future 
funding (2), organisational restructuring (1) and the lack of existing nature networks (1).  
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5 Case studies: Common themes 

 

The case studies delivered as part of this evaluation provided a valuable source of 

qualitative data to inform and supplement the analysis of quantitative project data. 

The evaluation team conducted 15 interviews with Competitive Fund strand project 

leads. These were supplemented by five interviews with NatureScot topic leads 

who had been involved in reviewing applications for the Competitive Fund projects. 

Four interviews were conducted with representatives from four local authority areas 

to gather data on the delivery of the Edinburgh Process strand.  

While the individual case studies highlight unique aspects of diverse projects, this 

section captures commonalities and trends which emerged from interviews with 

project and local authority representatives. The themes which were mentioned most 

frequently and emphasised as being important by project leads are discussed here, 

with cross-references to the corresponding case study in Annex 1: Full case 

studies. 

This input from project leads and local authorities contributed to the evaluation 

team’s understanding of the practicalities of facilitating NRF project delivery on the 

ground, adding colour and context to the challenges, lessons learned, and 

recommendations presented in this report.  

While the qualitative data collected via interviews with case studies is used 

throughout this report, it should be acknowledged that the number of case studies 

is a small fraction of the total number of projects / local authorities, therefore these 

results should be treated as illustrative rather than representative.  

 

5.1 Importance of thorough engagement with relevant parties 

All Competitive Fund strand case studies mentioned that engaging local people, 

partners, and other decision makers is important in ensuring the success of NRF 

projects.  

• Early engagement and/or education of local actors was cited as an important 

success factor for projects (10 of 15 Competitive Fund strand interviewees; 

E.g. Black Hills Regeneration Project, Knoydart, Highland).  

• Project leads often felt that the delivery of their project created a lasting 

benefit for people local to the project area, and/or formed new relationships 

among teams or individuals (10 of 15 Competitive Fund strand interviewees; 

E.g. Pentlands to Portobello Greening, The City of Edinburgh). 

• However, project leads also shared that they encountered a variety of 

challenges engaging or working with local parties (9 of 15 Competitive Fund 
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strand interviewees; E.g. Natural Devon – Pool of Muckhart Initiative, 

Clackmannanshire).  

• In several cases, project leads indicated that they had shared learnings and 

other information with other nature restoration projects following project 

completion (7 of 15 Competitive Fund strand interviewees; E.g. Balgavies 

Loch Sediment Treatment Pond, Angus).  

Local authorities sometimes struggled to engage their local communities in the 

delivery of their Edinburgh Process funds. Dundee City Council hired someone 

specifically to promote and manage community engagement using additional 

council revenue rather than NRF funds. However Perth & Kinross Council 

successfully managed a scheme to invite applications from community applications 

for funding they received through the Edinburgh Process Fund, cited as an example 

of directly empowering communities to take nature restoration into their own hands.   

A strong theme emerging from case studies was around new relationships formed 

in local areas (e.g. with local contractors, development of new farm clusters, or 

between different departments within local authorities). In addition, projects gained 

familiarity with the typical timelines and stakeholders involved in NRF project 

delivery (e.g. new familiarity with procurement processes within local authorities). 

The combination of new collaborations and increased knowledge builds local 

capacity to deliver NRF projects, suggesting future NRF funding rounds will deliver 

outcomes for nature with increasing efficiency and coordination.  

 

5.2 Challenges on the ground 

Challenges are covered in previous sections as reported across the full range of 

projects (3.3 Competitive Fund strand: Challenges faced and 4.3 Edinburgh 

Process strand: Challenges faced). Similar themes, as well as some different ones, 

emerged from case studies. For the Competitive Fund strand projects: 

• Securing contractors with suitable skills and availability during the time 

required to complete projects was a barrier for some project leads (6 of 15 

Competitive Fund strand projects; E.g. Pentlands to Portobello Greening, 

The City of Edinburgh), although others disagreed, highlighting that they had 

positive experiences finding contractors (3 of 15 Competitive Fund strand 

projects; E.g. Landscape Scale Wetland and Connectivity Project, Highland).  

• Many project leads cited challenges or delays associated with obtaining 

planning permissions to carry out projects, either from local planning 

authorities or SEPA (7 of 15 Competitive Fund strand projects; E.g. Peffery 

Wet Woodland, Highland).  

• Additional delays were also attributed to challenges working with utilities 

providers around, for example, needing to work around pylons for energy 
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transmission or other infrastructure (6 of 15 Competitive Fund strand 

projects; E.g. Quharity Burn Restoration, Angus). 

Flexibility within the NRF was cited as being essential to overcoming these 

challenges. Being able to adjust timelines or move funds between budget lines to 

cover costs was hugely appreciated by Competitive Fund strand project leads (8 of 

15 Competitive Fund strand projects; E.g. Black Hills Regeneration Project, 

Knoydart, Highland). 

Local authorities mostly struggled with delivering projects within the 1-year timeline 

associated with Edinburgh Process funding. Some local authority representatives 

shared that NRF funds being restricted to capital expenditure only limited the 

delivery of wider projects, which would require revenue funding as well. Rather than 

being strictly set by Scottish Government, local councillors felt that these capital 

restrictions are imposed by their own council finance teams, where other councils 

are able to use the funds more flexibly. 

 

 

5.3 Holistic reflections 

The strongest theme emerging across all interviews was interviewee’s desire to 

express their appreciation for the NRF. When asked whether they had anything 

else they would like to share, opening the floor at the end of the interview, 

participants often stressed the importance of the NRF in enabling them to 

contribute to nature restoration through their project / local authority (10 of 15 

Competitive Fund strand projects mentioned explicitly). 

Other reflections included: 

• Participants often indicated that NRF projects should consider / focus on how 

to enable transformational, landscape-scale change. This related to 

connectivity, with interviewees bringing up cases in which their project 

contributes to a nature corridor. It was also mentioned in terms of INNS, 

which require a coordinated and sustained effort to keep these species at 

bay (7 of 15 Competitive Fund strand projects; E.g. Dalrymple Wetland 

Reserve, East Ayrshire and Scottish Solway INNS Control and Knowledge 

Programme, Dumfries & Galloway). 

• Relatedly, participants shared in some cases that they were planning on 

delivering future projects, building on successes or learnings from the project 

in question, if they are able to secure further NRF or other funding (10 of 15 

Competitive Fund strand projects; E.g. Black Hills Regeneration Project, 

Knoydart, Highland). This indicates that continued and improved impacts are 

likely through future rounds of the NRF. 
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6 Conclusions and lessons learned 

6.1 NRF outputs and collective contribution to key outcomes 

The Nature Restoration Fund is an unprecedented commitment by Scottish 

Government and provides a key vehicle to help Scotland meet its ambition to “be 

Nature Positive by 2030, and to have restored and regenerated biodiversity across 

the country by 2045”.54 Through its two strands, the NRF has supported nature 

recovery activities across 309,000 hectares of land and sea.  

Since its start in 2021, the Nature Restoration Fund has provided £35.5 million to 

recipients for projects aimed to restore and revive nature across Scotland. To date, 

this funding has supported nature recovery in over 309,000 hectares targeted to 

deliver across eight NRF programme and five long-term outcomes (both strands; 

Figure 23). It is important to note that seven large scale projects accounted for 95% 

of this area (i.e. 293,659 ha). 

 

                                            
Figure 23: Funding received (left) and area supported (right) between 2021 and 

2024 under the Competitive Fund55 and Edinburgh Process strand56 of the NRF.  

 
54Scottish Biodiversity Strategy to 2045 
55 Three large scale INNS projects accounted for 93% of the figured area under Competitive Fund 
strand, equivalent to 106,000 hectares. Excluding the large-scale INNS projects, the remaining 
area supported under the Competitive Fund strand amounted to 7,800 hectares. See 3.1.3 Area 
(ha) where project activities have been undertaken. 
56 Four large scale projects accounted for 96% of the figured area under Edinburgh Process, 
equivalent to 187,659 hectares. Excluding these large-scale projects, the remaining area 
supported under the Edinburgh Process amounted to 7,447 hectares. See 4.1.1 Area (ha) where 
project activities have been undertaken. 
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https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-2045/
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The NRF has invested in approximately 800 projects supporting innovative and 

diverse activities, from eradicating non-native species from islands, to developing 

an app to report marine strandings, to re-meandering rivers and establishing 

riparian woodlands. Through data analyses and case study interviews, this 

evaluation concludes that the NRF serves as a key and valued delivery mechanism 

for nature recovery across Scotland. There are multiple factors which indicate the 

NRF’s impact over its first three years will continue to scale and expand: 

• Ongoing projects: As flagged throughout the results presented, the data 

available means the figures reported here are likely to underestimate the 

impact of the NRF over its first three years. Furthermore, a proportion of 

funded NRF projects continued beyond the scope of this evaluation (31 

March 2024) and will therefore deliver additional outcomes not captured in 

this report.  

• Increased local capacity and efficiencies: This evaluation found many 

instances of skill building and new relationships formed in the delivery of NRF 

projects, for example between project leads, local contractors, partnerships / 

NGOs, and between teams within local authorities. By providing a multi-year, 

multi-round funding stream, these new skills, relationships and familiarity with 

NRF processes should lead to smoother delivery of NRF projects over time. 

The full extent of the benefits of multi-year funding will become apparent 

through future evaluations or comparative analysis.  

• Nature’s timescales: Nature restoration projects take time to realise their full 

potential, as natural systems respond to the interventions deployed (e.g. 

trees growing, plant communities developing and species moving into new 

habitat). The full benefits to nature from NRF projects will continue to develop 

and unfold over the coming decades.  

These findings indicate that the NRF is likely to continue to deliver increasingly 

impactful targets, meaningfully contributing to nature restoration. As a key public 

funding stream that provides multi-year funding for nature restoration in Scotland 

every effort should be made to boost this investment through the private sector to 

meet the scale of the nature crisis in Scotland.  

The habitats created, restored and enhanced under the NRF support related 

policies and national targets beyond nature recovery: Wetland creation and 

enhancement and riparian restoration provide natural flood management, helping 

Scotland adapt to climate change and meet objectives outlined in the National 

Planning Framework 457 and National Adaptation Plan 2024 to 2029.58 With many 

natural habitats (e.g. wetlands, peatlands, woodlands and hedgerows) sequestering 

and storing carbon, the NRF plays a role in realising ambitions to achieve net zero 

 
57 National Planning Framework 4 - gov.scot 
58 Climate change: Scottish National Adaptation Plan 2024-2029 - gov.scot 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-planning-framework-4/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-national-adaptation-plan-2024-2029-2/
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by 2045. This also includes creating green jobs and upskilling land-based 

businesses and contractors through taking part in contracts for nature restoration 

ground works.  

Through these diverse projects, the results presented in this report evidence that 

the NRF is delivering progress across the eight programme outcomes with projects 

often delivering against multiple outcomes in parallel (see Section 3.2). As such the 

NRF provides an important vehicle for delivering SBS strategic objectives, most 

specifically, Objective 1: Accelerate restoration and regeneration and Objective 4: 

Protect and support the recovery of vulnerable and important species and habitats.  

The Competitive Fund strand has opened funding to new participants and the 

Edinburgh Process strand has fostered collaboration to plan and deliver action 

locally by devolving nature restoration to local authorities. These two 

complementary strands have funded targeted actions to protect priority species and 

create, enhance and restore terrestrial, freshwater and marine habitats across 

Scotland.  

 

6.2 Key challenges, lessons learned, and future opportunities  

6.2.1 Future reporting requirements and data used in this report 

While the NRF has successfully aligned projects with funding priorities, reporting 

inconsistencies - particularly within the Edinburgh Process - made it difficult to fully 

quantify the outcomes achieved. NRF reporting of on-the-ground delivery is 

determined at individual project level and while a suite of selectable metrics to 

report against exists, these are not always applied consistently - nor to every 

individual action - making it difficult to fully quantify the outcomes achieved. It is 

acknowledged therefore that this report’s findings underestimate the extent of 

progress to date across both strands of the NRF.  

This is not to say that the project monitoring process lacks rigour or structure. 

Competitive Fund strand projects are required to report on their progress against 

metrics through Progress and Claims forms and all projects are required to submit 

End of Grant report, all of which ensure projects achieve what they set out to 

deliver. This point relates to aligning the approach taken across projects, 

standardising the choices of metrics available to project managers, to increase 

comparability and accuracy when evaluating across all projects.  

A structured framework could help standardise data collection both between 

projects and between strands of the NRF. The framework could help projects 

describe and report on their outcomes in an accurate yet consistent way by starting 

with broad-scale, widely applicable metrics, then narrowing gradually to capture 

detail through project-specific metrics. In particular, urban green-space 

improvements, habitat creation for priority species, and marine and coastal 
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conservation would benefit from more granular data capture to better represent 

their full extent and contribution.  

NatureScot is currently in the process of procuring a large-scale project that aims to 

address some of these issues. The Grant Management System (GMS) will aim to 

collate live data such that NatureScot can extract up-to-date data on projects at any 

time. The more standardised reporting framework suggested here could be 

integrated within the existing reporting mechanisms (e.g. at progress and claims 

stages), as well as carried through the design and deployment of the GMS.  

For the Edinburgh Process, reporting across local authorities was inconsistent, both 

in the level of detail provided and in the submission of reports. Failure of some local 

authorities to report, or to provide all requested information, means that the 

outcomes of this strand are underestimated in this report. Determining barriers to 

reporting and seeking ways to overcome these barriers could result in more 

comprehensive reporting.  

Future evaluations/reporting on the NRF may also benefit from inclusion of a cost 

benefit/value for money component within the analysis as a basis for determining 

the scale of impact relative to spend and/or in comparison to similar funding 

channels. 

 

6.2.2 Increasing alignment between the two NRF strands 

The Edinburgh Process and Competitive Fund strand are administered by different 

bodies, resulting in divergences in reporting. The Competitive Fund strand’s 

reporting metrics are directly linked to the logic model, which provides a strategic 

framework that connects funding inputs to NRF programme and long-term 

outcomes. Reporting requirements for the Edinburgh Process differed and the logic 

model therefore did not provide as suitable a framework. Consequently, direct links 

to programme outcomes were less clear.  

Furthermore, because the Edinburgh Process return forms focused on qualitative 

reporting, it was difficult to track the scale of delivery of specific actions on the 

ground, pinpoint how funding was partitioned against programme and long-term 

outcomes or identify outcomes that require additional investment. Aligning reporting 

metrics in the two strands would allow for easier comparison between them and to 

evaluate how the NRF is delivering overall.  

Aligning reporting between the two stands would also allow for them to be 

administrated in a way that ensures they further complement each other. For 

example, the comparatively low number of Urban projects under the Competitive 

Fund is counteracted by a high number of such projects funded under the 

Edinburgh Process. Similarly, the high number of Coastal and Marine projects in 

the Competitive Fund will help to counteract the lack of such projects in the 
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Edinburgh Process. While both funding strands delivered relatively few INNS 

projects, such projects tended to have a large spatial footprint. Strategising 

between the two administering bodies will help ensure that steady progress is 

maintained across the eight programme outcomes of the NRF.  

Relatedly, the distribution of projects under the Competitive Fund is strongly driven 

by the number and success of applications. As such, some geographical areas 

have not received Competitive Fund strand funding due to a lack of applications 

(e.g. East Renfrewshire, Inverclyde and Midlothian). The Edinburgh Process 

provides a vehicle to assess reasons for uneven distribution and if necessary direct 

additional funding to these local authorities. 

The two funding strands clearly have the potential to drive nature restoration in a 

more complementary fashion, and improved liaison between administrating bodies 

could help to achieve this.  

 

6.2.3 Nature Networks 

Nature Networks are central to the Scottish Government’s vision for biodiversity.59 

Spatially targeting habitat creation, enhancement and restoration, provides a key 

vehicle to connect biodiversity and build resilient ecosystems that can adapt to 

environmental change.  

This evaluation found that, except for Outcome 6 (i.e. Enhanced connection and 

integration of habitats and species to the urban fabric and increased urban nature-

based solutions for healthy and resilient communities), the logic model’s 

programme outcomes do not adequately relate to Nature Networks. Consequently, 

specific metrics to capture ecological connectivity are lacking, an issue somewhat 

resolved in the Edinburgh Process strand’s more recent reporting. Consideration 

should be given to inclusion of metrics specifically relating to Nature Networks, 

across both strands. Reporting metrics that directly relate to Nature Networks will 

help ensure that restoration is spatially targeted to enhance connectivity (e.g. via 

reporting on contribution of actions to support and enhance Nature Networks and 

use of underpinning habitat network modelling to spatially target restoration). 

Connecting people with nature is at the heart of Nature Networks. Many projects 

foster such links through training, community engagement, active participation or 

increasing accessibility (e.g. through footpaths). Connections (e.g. with community 

groups, schools, charities and NGOs) is captured in the Edinburgh Process strand, 

however, reporting for the Competitive Fund strand prioritises physical restoration 

metrics, which means social outcomes are excluded. While activities delivering 

community engagement and public access are not eligible for NRF funding, 

 
59 “Nature Networks across our landscapes will underpin the resilience and health of species and 
habitats.” (Scottish Biodiversity Strategy to 2045) 
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consideration of additional social metrics could promote these broader outcomes 

within the vision for benefits delivered via Nature Networks.  

The recent release of the AECOM EcoUplift mapping tool provides a standardised 

platform for local authorities to spatially target actions to enhance connectivity and 

report how actions have supported Nature Networks. However, except for 

woodland networks, publicly available data on habitat networks and opportunity 

areas is lacking for many areas of Scotland. This makes it more difficult for 

Competitive Fund strand projects to spatially target restoration and report on their 

contribution to Nature Networks. A publicly available and free to use mapping tool 

could help the Competitive Fund strand meet this challenge.  

 

6.2.4 Future evaluations and comparisons 

This evaluation assessed the success of the two strands of the NRF at delivering 

against the outcomes identified in the logic model. The NRF is one of several policy 

vehicles that contribute to nature restoration in Scotland, including the Agri-

Environment Climate Scheme (AECS), the Forestry Grant Scheme, Peatland 

ACTION, the Facility for Investment Ready Nature in Scotland, and others. This 

review did not set out to compare the outcomes of these different schemes, as they 

each have different objectives, audiences, and reporting structures.   

Direct comparison between different project types, funding streams or geographical 

locations is challenging giving the complexity of factors that come into play. There 

are a multitude of ways to evaluate nature restoration – for example assessing how 

priority species are protected, how ecological connectivity is supported or how 

many ecosystems or ecosystem services have been restored or enhanced. 

Community awareness-raising and other social impacts may be also be factors to 

consider, depending on the expected outcomes of the project. 

It is crucial to recognise that actions to restore nature vary in their difficulty to 

implement, and comparing metrics such as the area supported for different types of 

projects is unlikely to be valid. For example, supporting 100 m of hedgerow planting 

is much cheaper and easier to achieve than re-meandering the same length of 

river. Additionally, it is not just the type of project that impacts on delivery cost, but 

also their location, with restorative actions on remote Scottish Islands typically 

being more costly to implement than those in, for example, the Central Belt. 

Consequently, to compare different funding mechanisms, future evaluations would 

have to account for variations in costs, complexity, and geographical challenges. 

 

6.3 Initial conclusions about the impact of the NRF 2021-2024 

This report presents evidence that the NRF is achieving progress against its 

programme outcomes and represents a key delivery mechanism for the Scottish 
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Biodiversity Strategy to 2045. Project delivery across the first three years of its 

deployment indicates that the NRF is supporting a breadth of project types and 

applicant groups for which there is no other funding available. This section 

reiterates some of the key strengths of the NRF and its uniqueness among other 

available funding streams. This report recommends that policymakers consider how 

to build on these strengths to optimise the positive impacts the NRF is having on 

nature recovery and maintain its provision of funding for projects that lack suitable 

alternative funding.  

 

6.3.1 Flexibility and openness of the NRF 

The Competitive Fund is an open fund, and applications can propose any project, 

which are then evaluated based on how they address NRF outcomes. This allows 

for an unlimited diversity of project and applicant types, thus showing greater 

flexibility with respect to both eligibility and actions permitted in comparison to Agri-

Environment Climate Scheme (AECS), Forestry Grant Scheme or Peatland 

ACTION. For example, it has provided capital investment allowing purchasing of 

machinery and equipment (e.g. marine echosounders, drones and vehicles) and 

has funded a range of actions to restore and enhance the marine environment such 

as the development of the BeachTrack App and deployment of monitoring buoys.  

 

6.3.2 Driving new collaborations and scaling investment 

The NRF has a strong focus on collaborative projects, which provide a wide range 

of benefits, including additional funding, support and expertise. The Competitive 

Fund Development Phase Projects provided a vehicle to support preparatory 

activity that helps secure the involvement and commitment of partners in order to 

be able to fully plan and design a transformational scale nature restoration project. 

As natural capital markets emerge, the NRF has the potential to combine public 

and private investment through collaboration to optimise the outcomes achieved. It 

is widely acknowledged that public funds cannot meet the scale and pace of action 

required to meet Scotland’s goals for nature restoration and net zero.60 The 

Competitive Fund strand of the NRF has unlocked match funding from delivering 

organisations totalling £7.1 million over 2021-24, demonstrating the role that public 

finance has in crowding in finance from other sectors to support nature restoration, 

which supports the economy as a whole.  

Through providing dedicated funding, the Edinburgh Process strand has enabled 

local authorities to work with a range of partners to restore and enhance nature and 

fostered internal collaboration between different teams within local authorities, who 

 
60 Scottish Government Natural Capital Market Framework 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/natural-capital-market-framework/pages/3/
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are responsible for different environmental areas (e.g. Open Space, Forestry, 

Roads, Climate and Flood Risk Management).  

With lack of contractors identified as a key challenge, the NRF also provides an 

opportunity to increase practical conservation skills and boost green jobs across 

Scotland.  

 

6.3.3 Provision of multi-year funding 

Planning and implementing nature restoration projects is time consuming, 

particularly for ambitious projects that deliver at scale. In allowing multi-year 

projects from 2022/23, the Competitive Fund strand is likely to have facilitated the 

implementation of more ambitious projects, such as re-meandering rivers, wetland 

creation and floodplain restoration. As of March 2024, many multi-year projects 

were still ongoing and consequently the impact and scale of the NRF is likely to be 

underestimated at this stage. As these long-term projects come into fruition, it will 

be possible to gain a better understanding of their impact and contribution to the 

overall outcomes of the NRF. Future analysis to assess the value of multi-year 

funding in comparison to single-year funding may be important.. 

While the Edinburgh Process strand focusses on single year projects and funding, 

through its multi-year commitment to provide funds, the NRF has delivered stable 

financial backing required for local authorities to financially commit to partnerships 

and shared projects.  

 

6.3.4 Current and future importance of the NRF 

The NRF clearly provides an important vehicle to deliver nature restoration at scale 

across Scotland. This interim evaluation captures progress achieved to date and 

results indicate that the NRF is positioned to unlock additional and increasing 

benefits to nature over the remainder of its timeline to 2026. The fund addresses 

the complexities of nature restoration, funding a wide range of activities to restore 

and enhance the diversity of habitats and species Scotland supports. Through 

direct action, fostering collaboration, and providing opportunities to blend private 

and public financing, the NRF provides a crucial vehicle for Scotland to realise 

ambitions of the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy to 2045, and broader nature-related 

outcomes, transcending policy areas.  
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Annex 1: Full case studies 

Brief comment and explanation of terms 

For each Competitive Fund strand case study, the following details are listed 

at the top: 

NRF funds received 

Total NRF funding received by this project, sometimes spanning more than 

one year. The value received can sometimes be greater than the initial value 

awarded where additional funds have been required. This includes only part 

delivery for projects which continue beyond March 2024 (labelled “Ongoing” 

under Timeframe).  

Other project support 

Any match funding secured by the project lead or organisations delivering the 

project. These are labelled either “cash” for financial contributions or “in-kind,” 

which can include the contribution of different types of resources such as staff 

time, materials, equipment, etc. from the lead organisation, the landowner, or 

other partners. The source of the other project support is listed, where this 

data is available.  

Timeframe 

Financial years during which the project was active and received funding.  

Delivery partners 

Any group, organisation or stakeholder working in partnership with the lead 

organisation to deliver the project. This includes formal and informal 

partnerships and involvement of contractors. 

Anonymity 

Participants were given options as to their preferred level of anonymity on 

information and consent forms which were supplied in advance of each 

interview. All participants have been anonymised, only indicating which project 

they were associated with and their organisation, in some cases.  
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Competitive Fund strand case studies 
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Balgavies Loch Sediment Treatment Pond, Angus 

NRF funds received: £56,229 to Scottish Wildlife Trust 

Other project support: £1,300 cash + £5,000 in-kind support 

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24  

Delivery Partners: Lockett Agri-Environmental 

Key activities & outputs 

This project planned and created an 850,000-litre sediment treatment pond to 

benefit the Rescobie and Balgavies Loch Site of Special Scientific Interest 

(SSSI). The new pond slows water flow draining from arable fields during 

heavy rainfall events, allowing fine sediment to settle out rather than being 

carried into the waters of the SSSI, which affects water quality and damages 

habitats. The pond is part of a series of measures designed to address 

sediment pollution, including a pre-existing swale and sediment trap funded by 

the Agri-Environment Climate Scheme. These upstream interventions are 

good at capturing coarse sediment (which settles out quickly), while the pond 

addresses the finer sediment by slowing the water for enough time for it to 

collect on the bottom. This chain of measures has been effective in reducing 

the amount of field run-off entering Balgavies Loch, including phosphates and 

sediment.  

Impacts & lessons learned 

This project engaged with local 

farmers to find a creative solution to 

monitoring and safeguarding the 

outcomes of the pond into the future: 

“NatureScot were very keen to know, if 

this massive pond silt trap that we 

built filled up with sediment, who was 

going to empty it? A local farmer said, 

“Well, I’ll do that, if I can take the stuff 

that goes in it [silt / sediment, useful as topsoil].” But we know that is not going 

to happen because it is massive, and there’s a system in place to stop it 

happening, but they [NatureScot] quite rightly wanted to know what was going 

to be the backstop.” – Project lead 

NRF projects must outline plans for how their interventions and outcomes will 

be sustained over the NRF maintenance compliance period of ten years. 

Therefore, if the pond were to fill up with sediment, with no capacity to 

continue to function as a silt trap, a plan needed to be in place to empty it and 

Photo: The completed sediment treatment 
pond, situated within sloping arable fields. 
Credits: Richard Lockett 
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maintain its functionality. In this case, a local farmer came forward and offered 

to dredge the pond and use the sediment as topsoil. This win-win solution to 

maintaining the pond was possible because local farmers were engaged and 

at the table. Quality engagement with people local to the landscape can 

uncover common-sense solutions which offer win-wins for minimising costs 

and delivering additional public goods.  

This project is a good example of the measures required to address persistent 

sediment pollutions issues in agricultural landscapes:  

“It [the treatment pond] built on work that was done previously to 

deal with this pollution issue, so added together quite nicely. The 

fact that it's this "treatment train" of different systems that help to 

remove pollutants from the water […] It's a really good 

demonstration of how to make those systems work.” – Project lead 

The swale, sediment trap and treatment pond form a successive series of 

interventions designed to capture coarse, medium and fine sediment. This 

type of layered protection is an innovative approach and contributes to 

building the nature restoration knowledge base. The project worked with 

Stirling University to capture lessons from the implementation and could be 

useful as a case study to replicate in other farmed landscapes.  
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Baron’s Haugh Wetland Project, North Lanarkshire 

NRF funds received: £243,154 to RSPB Scotland 

Other project support: £25,000 cash + £13,720 in kind support 

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: AECOM (design), Artscape (delivery) 

Key activities & outputs 

This project reconnects 200 meters of floodplain backwater to the river. The 

project was delivered in two distinct phases: (1) designing the bund breach 

and wetland pools, and (2) creating 

the wetland pools and associated 

habitats. As a result, 27 ponds and 

scrapes, as well as 3 hectares of 

habitat were created. The adjacent 

farm businesses’ operations have 

been integrated with the wetland, 

seeing the adoption of no-fence 

collars to allow cattle to graze the 

site without compromising habitat 

integrity. As a popular destination for 

recreation and wellbeing, the site’s 

aesthetic appeal has been 

enhanced, with diverse habitats now 

supporting a greater variety of bird species. By breaching the existing 75-

meter bund that historically separated the River Clyde from its floodplain, the 

area benefits from natural flood protection and reduced risk of future erosion.  

Impacts & lessons learned 

The RSPB learned that even positive changes to improve a wildlife reserve’s 

functionality and resilience can be met with scepticism from visitors. Initially 

hesitant to alter a beloved site, they found that frequent and transparent 

community engagement was key to overcoming concerns. This approach not 

only reassured greenspace users but also highlighted the benefits of natural 

flood management and environmental adaptation in action. Reflecting on this 

shift in perspective, the RSPB site warden emphasised the importance of 

taking a long-term, holistic approach: 

“Baron’s Haugh is a fairly unique site full of complex challenges 

[…] This project took a step back – we took a holistic and long-term 

view of what was happening to the site. In the past, we would have 

Photo: Highland cows grazing the Baron's 

Haugh flooded nature reserve. Source: Taken 

by interviewer during site visit. 
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focused on short term fixes, on how the site could be kept the 

same because it was performing fine as it was. In this project, we 

accepted changes that would come to us in the long term.” – 

Project lead 

Now, the site serves as an advocacy platform, attracting visits from SEPA, 

NatureScot, and MSPs. Engagement for this project began long before the 

NRF application, with the RSPB developing and sharing the idea with 

community members and various organisations. Consulting with multiple 

stakeholders helped generate interest and support, while the site’s natural 

accessibility further encouraged public engagement. Visitors can walk right up 

to the breach and wetland, fostering curiosity and a deeper connection to the 

project. This project aligned well to NRF biodiversity priorities and benefitted 

greatly from the fund’s flexibility and long-term perspective. 
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Black Hills Regeneration Project, Knoydart, Highland 

NRF funds received: £246,638 to Knoydart Foundation 

Other project support: In-kind contributions from Knoydart Forest Trust 

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: Knoydart Forest Trust  

Key activities & outputs 

The project facilitated the regeneration of habitats and species across the 

Knoydart Peninsula by linking up and repairing existing deer fences, enabling 

deer in the Black Hills to be managed separately from the wider peninsula. As 

a result of this strategic fencing project, subsequent culls have been able to 

reduce deer density within the 3000-hectare project area to a very low level (to 

0.1 deer/100ha within project area), allowing woodland establishment and 

regeneration without the need for individual fences. Deer outside the project 

area are still being managed responsibly, guided by habitat impact 

assessment. There is a plan in place for phased tree planting within the area 

over the next five years (160 ha planned currently), accompanied by ongoing 

work to keep deer numbers at a very low level, allowing a range of upland 

habitats to flourish. 

Impacts & lessons learned 

A key reason for the success of this project 

was the effective partnership working 

between Knoydart Foundation (grant 

recipient), Knoydart Forest Trust, local 

farms and common grazings, and several 

individual landowners in the project area: 

“If we can demonstrate that [nature 

restoration] working in this project area, it 

will give the community and neighbouring 

landowners confidence that it could be 

possible on a wider scale […] Just giving 

them a better awareness of what might be 

possible, rather than just seeing the land 

management as just ‘that’s the way it is 

and there’s no power to change it.” – 

Project lead 

Photo: Native tree species 
regenerating within the project area. 
Source: Project report.  
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A key lesson was that galvanising community support before the project 

timeline starts was helpful in making everything run smoothly and ensuring the 

project delivered optimal outcomes.  

Focussing on the potential benefits that the project will have, tailored 

specifically for certain groups, can be helpful in starting conversations and 

overcoming resistance. For example, local landowners are now able to 

manage their land without the significant cost of deer fencing, which opens up 

new options for livestock systems, crop types, small-scale woodland, and 

orchard planting.  



85 

Dalrymple Wetland Reserve, East Ayrshire 

NRF funds received: £21,583 to Green Action Trust 

Other project support: £16,414 cash contribution from Green Action Trust, 
secured for the project from East Ayrshire Council  

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: Dalrymple, Skeldon & Holybush Growing Together Project 

(DSHP), Scottish Wildlife Trust, local primary school  

Key activities & outputs 

The project succeeded in creating a 

new nature reserve of nearly one 

hectare in size on a former field of 

improved grassland in Dalrymple. The 

reserve is composed of 3 new ponds / 

wetlands, 690 new native broadleaf 

trees, 856 new hedgerow shrubs, 

0.24ha of meadow, and 5,000 bulbs. 

The reserve is protected by 515m of 

deer fencing. The project leads 

recorded species moving into the 

wetland habitats almost immediately 

(aquatic insects, frog spawn) and are 

eagerly awaiting additional evidence of 

species using the new habitats 

created. The new hedgerows are 

particularly exciting as they contribute to creating habitat corridors across the 

wider landscape. The community partners continue to monitor for biodiversity 

and maintain the site and could expand it, as DSHP lease and manage 

additional fields along the village boundary. 

Impacts & lessons learned 

This project was exemplary of an iterative or stepwise approach, which has 

proven effective in securing community support and was important for project 

viability: 

“There are four fields along that boundary of the village that are 

owned by the community. We chose to work in about one and a half 

of them, just to get the scale right and do something manageable 

that worked for them [DSHP], to see if it worked and if they could 

maintain and manage it […] We can expand out, we might have a 

Photo: Native broadleaf trees (including alder 
and willow) which are growing well and will 
one day provide habitat for local species. 
Credits: Green Action Trust.  
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phase 2 of something similar, just grow and create even more of a 

corridor or stepping stone.” – Project lead 

Now that the local community has seen the outcomes and rallied behind this 

project, subsequent phases could expand on this shared understanding and 

achieve impacts with fewer start-up costs. In addition, trialling the habitat types 

and interventions and understanding their degrees of success and maintenance 

required will inform future phases, leading to more accurate costings and 

increased efficiencies in delivery.  

This project had to overcome some misconceptions and pushback from the 

local community to be successful. The land is held in a long-term lease by the 

community trust (DSHP) and it was important to be patient and take the time to 

explain what is planned and how it would affect people’s space and lives: 

“You need to take time to speak to people and talk about their 

concerns and try to rationalise, explain the project and what it’s 

going to do […] We had lots of drop-in sessions, we had 

opportunities for people to raise their concerns […] Bringing all the 

community, ultimately, with you and getting the positive feedback at 

the end from people saying, ‘I didn’t really want that, but I really 

value it now,’ is nice.” – Project lead 

It was mentioned that the Green Action Trust managing the project as a third 

party was helpful because they were outside the community and therefore 

coming to it with fresh eyes and a clean slate from which to work and engage.  

Focussing on the potential benefits that the project will have, tailored specifically 

for certain groups, can be helpful in starting conversations and overcoming 

resistance. For example, local community members and the local primary 

school are enjoying access to the site, which was delivered as part of the 

project with additional, non-NRF funding (three new access points; 4,345m of 

new path; three new benches).  
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Landscape Scale Wetland and Connectivity Project, Highland 

NRF funds received: £86,685 to Well Ness Farm Cluster 

Other project support: £15,840 (cash) + £10,400 (in kind)  

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: Farm cluster members, local contractors  

Key activities & outputs 

Seven members of the Well Ness 

Farm Cluster collaborated to 

create 26 new ponds across the 

8,000 hectares managed by the 

cluster. The project also re-

meandered 1,000m of 

watercourses, re-wetted and 

restored a large marsh by creating 

new scrapes, removing fences and 

re-profiling dangerous ditches. This 

has created a network of habitats 

around the Moray Firth which are 

key for ground-nesting birds, 

waders, and the great crested 

newt, all of which have moved 

into these habitats already. The 

project is collecting data on these species via bioacoustics monitoring and other 

surveying. Cluster members are continuing to explore what other nature 

outcomes it may be possible to deliver on their farms and across the larger, 

21,000-hectare buffer zone they have drawn around the boundaries of their 

landholdings.  

Impacts & lessons learned 

This project is exemplary of what is achievable when farmers come together 

and has already inspired new farm clusters in neighbouring landscapes to 

organise and bid for NRF funding. Having a committed convener / facilitator in 

place was seen to be essential in forging trust and maintaining momentum 

within the project:  

“Everyone has got areas on their farm which are agriculturally 

unproductive. Just give them to us and let us make them ecologically 

productive. You’ve got a wet corner of a field – Point us in the 

direction of it, we’ll go and have a look, bring the consultants. If it’s 

good, we’ll find the funding to fence it off, dig a pond, create 

Photo: A new pond on South Clunes Farm. 
Source: Taken by interviewer during site visit.  
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something there, rather than running through it with the sprayer 

every year, spray the rushes, and it just never works. People 

responded really well to that, started annotating their farms for us, 

whilst at the same time building a list of different species that they 

would like to see more of.” – Project lead 

It is important to remove barriers which might make farmers hesitant about 

joining a cluster. One key lesson was that keeping the objectives of the cluster 

targeted (in this case, “What can we do about the decline of farmland bird 

species we used to see?”), minimising time commitment of participating 

members, and avoiding prescriptive management changes on individual farms 

are essential to securing trust and buy-in to new farm clusters.  
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Link Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

NRF funds received: £68,467 (as of March 2024) 

Other project support: Support from Caerlaverock Estate  

Timeframe: 2023-2025 (project completed in March 2025) 

Delivery partners: Local contractors 

Key activities & outputs 

Caerlaverock Estate is 

enhancing its coastal landscape 

to create seasonally wet habitats 

that support two rare priority 

species: the tadpole shrimp and 

the natterjack toad. Located 

along the Solway Firth, the 

estate has undertaken wider 

work on developing ponds to 

enhance water flow, meadows 

and wildlife corridors to protect 

and enhance biodiversity.  

Leveraging neighbours’ 

expertise at the Wildfowl & 

Wetlands Trust, who have 

received NRF funding to deliver 

the Wilder, Wetter Caerlaverock 

project, and the National Nature Reserve, the project’s goals are being 

delivered on schedule and to the intended quality. Complementary efforts 

between this project and Wilder, Wetter Caerlaverock have included sharing 

details on the most appropriate contractors, garnering expertise to conduct 

biodiversity audits, and ensuring accurate pond depth to accommodate for 

seasonal species. By the end of the two-year project, the estate will have 

established 5 hectares of meadow across four sites, 37 ponds, and 2.5 km of 

wildlife corridors, creating a large-scale biodiversity area along the Solway 

Coast. 

Impacts & lessons learned 

This project demonstrates how productive agriculture and conservation can 

coexist while also boosting estate enterprises and farming activities. Situated 

on prime agricultural land, the estate remains committed to food production, 

Photo: Newly created pond within an existing farm 

field on Caerlaverock Estate. Source: Taken by 

interviewer during site visit. 
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guided by both moral and financial responsibility. At the same time, it is 

integrating an environmental ethos to ensure long-term sustainability.  

To balance these priorities, landscape alterations and wetland creation have 

been carefully designed as a mosaic within the agricultural landscape, with 

no-fence collars allowing cattle to graze seamlessly in designated areas. 
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Managed Realignment at Inch of Ferryton, Clackmannanshire 

NRF funds received: £108,986 awarded to RSPB over 2 years 

Other project support: £12,109 cash + £11,628 in kind from RSPB = 

£23,737 

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24  

Delivery partners: Worked with consultancy, landowner, & SEPA; 

Communicated with NatureScot & local authority 

Key activities & outputs 

This project assessed the possibility of delivering a managed realignment, 

allowing the Forth Estuary to flood an area that had been impounded and 

recreate 74 hectares of intertidal habitat. Unfortunately, detailed ground 

investigations revealed that the material on site was not suitable to build the 

necessary new embankments and project will not go ahead to delivery. 

Development phase funding was essential to scoping this ambitious project. 

The information from the project was shared and discussed with NatureScot, 

SEPA, Clackmannanshire Council and the utility companies so that they are 

better informed about managed realignment projects in general, and the flood 

risk at the area around Inch of 

Ferryton specifically. 

Impacts & lessons learned 

The key lesson learned identified by 

the project lead was that ground 

investigations should be prioritised 

and completed as early as possible 

as part of assessing feasibility of 

coastal projects. Completing these 

investigations sooner would have 

allowed for earlier recognition that this project was not feasible on this site.  

This project is a prime example of what NRF Development Phase funding is 

for, due diligence and trialling interventions, and funding of this type is 

extremely limited in Scotland. The project manager reflected that there are 

very few options for accessing funding which can be spent on this sort of 

design work, as most funds are restricted to delivery / capital works only: 

“Maintaining a Development Phase / design stage funding is really, 

really valued…Having a fund that is willing to cross financial years 

Photo: Project site. Credits: Tony Wilson 
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and finding out about whether funding has been successful is really 

crucial, particularly for bigger projects.” – Project lead 

Salt marsh is a rare and valuable habitat. There has been widespread 

destruction of these areas, leading to little total area and connectivity between 

them, and not all areas are suitable for recreating them. This project’s lead 

would encourage land managers who have areas of unproductive or 

inaccessible coastal land to consider space for nature, as these systems form 

effective natural buffers to climate change impacts, with co-benefits for many 

species. However, large-scale realignment projects such as this one should 

prioritise detailed ground investigations early in the project development 

timeline and earmark adequate resource for this, learning from the past 

example of this case study.  
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Natural Devon – Pool of Muckhart Initiative, Clackmannanshire 

NRF funds received: £116,292 to Forth Rivers Trust 

Other project support: £7,039 cash + £12,400 in kind  

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: Muckhart Flood Group, Muckhart Community Council, 

Church of Scotland, Muckhart Primary School  

Key activities & outputs 

Natural Devon – Pool of Muckhart has leveraged nature-based solutions to 

help mitigate flooding risks in the village of Muckhart. Spearheaded by the 

Muckhart Flood Group and Community Council and delivered by the Forth 

Rivers Trust, the community embraced an intervention that enhanced local 

biodiversity to ensure the health of the catchment in the long term. The project 

delivery was preceded by a participatory design workshop where community 

members identified the best-suited locations for the flood management 

structures.  

The project achieved the creation of a large overflow channel connected to 3 

substantial wetland scrapes, smaller uphill overflow channels feeding into a 

bunded large uphill scrape, 3 log 

leaky dams, 4 willow leaky dams, 

7-10 uphill living willow leaky 

dams, and the sowing of 25 kg of 

wildflower seeds along the banks 

of channels and scrapes. 

Unpredictable weather in the 

forms of drought and torrential 

rain impacted the ability and 

success of the sowing efforts in 

the Spring of 2022.  

Impacts & lessons learned 

This project encountered 

challenges in securing landowner permissions to implement flood 

management structures at critical catchment points. Of the five landowners 

whose consent was required to carry out the full scope of the planned works, 

only two agreed, with concerns about future land value and lack of 

engagement and interest in the project being key issues. This underscores the 

importance of early landowner engagement, particularly in catchments where 

upstream management affects downstream impacts.  

Photo: Volunteer building a living willow leaky dam. 

Credits: Forth Rivers Trust. 
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Despite the setbacks, the participatory project design enabled the team to 

address hesitant landowners’ preferences, explaining how the interventions 

would enhance local biodiversity and benefit the wider community. The team 

also found that securing buy-in from upstream and downstream landowners 

was easier when they saw that others were also participating in the scheme. 

Alongside consistent communication with landowners, key lessons include: 

• The necessity for early community and stakeholder involvement to 

build long-term engagement and volunteer enthusiasm.  

• Collaboration with the local flood management to ensure a smooth 

handover of post-project maintenance responsibilities.  

• Training the flood group and local contractors in nature-based flood 

management techniques and preservation to improve local expertise 

and retain resources and skills within the community. 
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Peffery Catchment Restoration Programme, Highland 

NRF funds received: £102,491 to Lockett Agri-Environmental (awarded – 
project ongoing) 

Other project support: £125,580 cash + £18,400 in-kind support  

Timeframe: 2023/24 - Ongoing 

Delivery Partners: The Pebble Trust  

Key activities & outputs 

This project aims to restore significant sections of the River Peffery and its 

tributaries, which have been heavily modified over the past ~200 years. This 

project is in the process of installing leaky dams, re-meandering channelised 

sections, creating new wetlands, overflow channels, riparian plants, and 

storage ponds, and restoring Dingwall’s Pefferside Park pond. These 

interventions will restore important wetland and riparian habitats by re-wetting 

areas of ground and the creation of new habitats and water bodies. These 

measures will also reduce impacts from flooding in downstream Dingwall, 

abating the increasing effects of climate change.   

Impacts & lessons learned 

This catchment-wide initiative furthers a track record of successful nature 

restoration projects around Peffery, from the Biodiversity Challenge Fund, to 

development phase NRF projects, 

through to delivery of self-sustaining 

flood management. The area has 

already attracted attention as a case 

study, which the delivery team hopes 

will leverage new sources of funding 

in the future: 

“It is degraded from a biodiversity 

point of view, and it floods Dingwall 

and the business park that’s outside 

Dingwall. So, if we can develop a 

range of measures on a catchment 

scale that will have an impact on 

that, and I think we can, and that unlocks economic development in the 

business park, which is constrained because of flood risk, that’s a massive 

thing to be able to deliver at the end of a catchment scale project […] It’s still 

reliant on NRF funding and we want to get to a situation where we can bring in 

other sources of funding.” – Project lead 

Photo: The River Peffery, including project 
delivery sites. Credits: James Shooter 
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Decreased flood risk is a valuable ecosystem service to home and business 

owners, local authorities, insurers, and other stakeholders. This project hopes 

to engage private funders to unlock a final few projects which would complete 

the restoration of this catchment. This evaluation finds that the NRF has been 

successful at fostering new collaborations across landholding boundaries and 

among neighbours. This is a key aspect of delivering nature restoration 

through habitat connectivity and could build relationships necessary to 

achieve the scale of projects required to attract increased private investment 

through collective offers.  
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Peffery Wet Woodland, Highland 

NRF funds received: £40,950 to Lockett Agri-Environmental 

Other project support: £3,142 cash + £550 in-kind support  

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery Partners: The Pebble Trust  

Key activities & outputs 

The project created 2.3 hectares of wet woodland on the south side of the 

Peffery floodplain at Fodderty by re-meandering a channelised farm drainage 

ditch to take a more natural route. A natural wet woodland of alder and willow 

carr are being allowed to establish through natural regeneration.  

The project carried out ecological and topographical surveys and design work. 

A mature stand of poplar trees, which are of low biodiversity value, and some 

oaks were removed. Banks were removed and a new channel provided 

~300m of new watercourse. This will create an area of high value biodiversity 

and carbon storage. It will also reduce downstream flooding and diffuse 

pollution through natural flood management as the woodland slows the flow of 

water, contributing to the wider Peffery Catchment Restoration Programme, 

Highland.  

Impacts & lessons learned 

The new wet woodland increases the 

habitat diversity of the surrounding 

landscape and provides an important 

habitat for invertebrates, amphibians, 

freshwater plants, and insectivorous bird 

species. Channelising watercourses was 

a widespread practice in Scotland for 

decades, therefore there are many 

opportunities for projects of this type, a 

point raised by the project lead:  

“The re-meandering project, we probably 

need to do hundreds of those in 

Scotland, so the thing I'd be interested in 

with monitoring is how to do that – how 

can we speed this up and make it more 

cost effective?” – Project lead 

There is an intention to monitor the site and confirm the anticipated benefits to 

these species over the coming years. However, the organisation delivering 

Photo: New excavated channel to redirect 
water flow through the woodland. Credits: 
Lockett Agri-Environmental  
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this project, who work in nature restoration across Scotland, have turned their 

attention to replicating this solution to address the pace of nature restoration 

needed. They also reflected that, compared to other project types and 

depending on the specific methods used, re-meandering is a relatively low-

cost yet high-impact intervention for nature.
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Pentlands to Portobello Greening, The City of Edinburgh 

NRF funds received: £169,674 to Edinburgh & Lothians Greenspace Trust 

Other project support: £2,500 cash + £1,000 in kind  

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: City of Edinburgh council, Swanston Farm  

Key activities & outputs 

The Pentlands to Portobello Greening project worked to enhance green and 

blue spaces along a 4 km active travel route following watercourses from 

Swanston Village and Burdiehouse to Brunstane and Joppa. Passing through 

neighbourhoods that fall within the 20% most deprived according to the 

Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, they now feature improved peri-urban 

greenspaces that support both natural wildlife and human health. Nature 

improvements focused on 10 sites along the route, including planting 91 

riparian trees, creating 0.26 hectares of wetland habitat, and establishing 898 

meters of native hedgerow. Additional activities included planting shrubs, tree 

groups, orchards, and enriching 

meadows.  

Impacts & lessons learned 

An important lesson from this project 

is that covering a large area of work 

provided the flexibility to adapt its 

scope and locations when faced with 

obstacles. For instance, while the 

initial feasibility study indicated that 

all sites were suitable for habitat 

improvements along the burn, it was 

later discovered that two locations 

didn’t meet the required public land 

ownership criteria. This underscores 

the value of adaptability in overcoming such challenges. The NRF's flexible 

funding model was crucial in this regard, allowing for budget adjustments to 

ensure biodiversity improvements could still be made at alternative sites, 

despite land ownership hurdles. This flexibility kept the project on track and 

ensured continued success in enhancing biodiversity along the route. 

The project also had significant social impacts. The acquisition of funding 

allowed the Greenspace Trust to engage volunteers from diverse communities 

in activities such as bulb planting and riparian tree planting. This helped 

Photo: Tree planting in Magdalene Glen. 

Credits: Edinburgh & Lothians Greenspace 

Trust 
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strengthen existing community groups like the ‘Friends of Burdiehouse Burn’ 

and ‘Friends of Little France Park,’ who are already involved in regular park 

maintenance. These greenspaces are vital for improving wellbeing, offering a 

sense of community and belonging and fostering social connections through 

shared activities like walking, gardening, or volunteering.
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Quharity Burn Restoration, Angus 

NRF funds received: £119,467 to Kinnordy Farms Partnership 

Other project support: £13,000 cash + £6,000 in kind  

Timeframe: 2023/24 

Delivery partners: N/A  

Key activities & outputs 

This project deployed a range of 

measures to restore the Quharity Burn, 

which drains into Loch of Lintrathen, 

one of the drinking water sources for 

Dundee. After detailed flood modelling 

and design works, the interventions 

identified and executed included: 

realigning 145 m of the burn to take a 

more natural route; installing two 

sections of engineered wood 

structures and 18 large wood 

structures to protect the new 

riverbank, boost floodplain roughness 

and habitat diversity; infilling of the 

existing channel. The site now has 

greater physical diversity, more 

heterogenous vegetation, a natural flow regime, and increased soil stability 

and roughness, which will reduce run-off rates. 

Impacts & lessons learned 

This project was led by a private estate interested in long-term, strategic 

nature restoration across the landholding. Because the estate led the project, 

the estate owner had flexibility to make good use of on-site resources such as 

wood, which they gave as an in-kind contribution to the project: 

“All the large wood was from that wind-blown plantation up at the 

top there. It was a good thing we had it, because it turns out that 

roughly half the cost of these projects is getting the large wood 

structures to site […] Reinforcing the bank, where you need to, 

putting wood into the water to replicate the deadwood that should 

be in a natural channel with trees around it […] They have done 

projects like this where they have had to bring in the wood from 

Photo: Quharity Burn, with engineered wood 
structures protecting the bank (tree root 
balls, with trunks buried). Source: Taken by 
interviewer during site visit. 
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somewhere else, on public roads, on lorries, and that must have 

been a major cost.” – Project lead 

Large-scale landowners are uniquely able to support large-scale nature 

restoration projects such as this one on their land and waters. The project lead 

commented that they and their neighbours are aligned in their thinking and 

actively try to share good practice with other Scottish estates.  
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Scottish Solway INNS Control and Knowledge Programme, Dumfries & 

Galloway 

NRF funds received: £96,150 to Galloway Fisheries Trust 

Other project support: £14,065 cash from own funds + £5,000 from 

Galloway Glens Landscape Partnership grant  

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: Landowners and relevant stakeholders of respective INNS 

populations  

Key activities & outputs 

This project worked closely with stakeholders and the community to 

implement a coordinated, long-term INNS control program across nine river 

catchments in Dumfries & Galloway. Efforts targeted priority species –

including Japanese knotweed, Giant hogweed, and American skunk cabbage 

– while also addressing Himalayan balsam and Gunnera.  

As the only organisation leading a region-wide INNS management effort, the 

Trust played a crucial role in tackling this challenge. The project funded a full-

time officer for two years, and 

with the support of 12 dedicated 

volunteers, successfully 

controlled 23 groupings of INNS 

populations. Additionally, it 

generated valuable data, creating 

distribution maps that serve as a 

baseline for future management, 

where ArcGIS story maps helped 

visualise INNS density and raise 

awareness for planning. 

Impacts & lessons learned 

The Galloway Fisheries Trust 

has found that frequent, personal 

stakeholder engagement and 

deep local knowledge are the 

most effective strategies for long-

term INNS management across 

the Solway catchment. 

Employing a dedicated project 

officer with strong community ties 

Map: © OpenStreetMap. Contains OS data © 

Crown copyright and database rights (2022). 

Japanese knotweed along the Water of Fleet in 

2022. Source: Galloway Fisheries Trust. 

 

https://www.openstreetmap.org/copyright
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was essential for fostering engagement and ensuring the successful adoption 

of prevention measures.  

Also facilitated by the project officer, a key innovation in the Trust’s strategy 

was the introduction of biosecurity kits at Loch Ken, which helped raise 

awareness among green and blue space users about their role in preventing 

INNS spread while enabling them to take immediate action by keeping their 

equipment clean. Additionally, long-term control plans have been established 

with relevant landowners, ensuring they take responsibility for ongoing 

management beyond the initial eradication phase. Due to these successes, 

the project is expanding into a second phase funded by the National Lottery 

Heritage Fund, which will continue to work closely with stakeholders and local 

communities to deliver a coordinated and long-term INNS control programme 

across Dumfries & Galloway. 
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Turning Tarmac into Wetland, Rewilding Kilminning, Crail, Fife 

NRF funds received: £220,587 to Crail Community Partnership 

Other project support: £24,050 cash from crowdfunding + £27,724 in kind  

Timeframe: 2022/23-2023/24 

Delivery partners: Kilmac & Stantec contracting companies  

Key activities & outputs 

By acquiring a 14.3-hectare plot of land through a Community Asset Transfer, 

wedged between farmland and Crail’s WWII airfield, the Crail Community 

Partnership is preserving South Kilminning as a space for nature. The 

project’s main features are a 

wetland pond, which doubles in 

size when fully flooded, an adjacent 

marsh and burn connecting the 

waterway to the sea during pond 

overspills, and a 0.75 hectares of 

wildflower meadow, consisting of 

112 different species.  

The site provides a visual 

representation of the interaction 

between industrial and natural 

systems as the flow pipe emerges 

in the centre of the pond. 40 cm of 

clay and thick soil excavated from 

the wetland basin have been 

repurposed to cover the site’s 

tarmac, separated by a geotextile 

membrane to protect the 

designated archaeology. This layer of clay will support seasonal meadows 

and diversify habitats, particularly during the winter months. 

Impacts & lessons learned 

This project exemplifies how dedicated funding can unlock opportunities for 

biodiversity restoration, even in complex sites with historical protections. 

Without support from NRF, efforts to restore an abandoned archaeological site 

under Historic Environment Scotland regulations would not have been 

possible. The excavated soil from the newly created wetland pond has been 

repurposed to support seasonal meadows, enhancing habitat diversity, 

particularly in winter. By integrating human land use with ecological functions, 

Map: © Google Satellite image of restoration 

site with proposed wetland features highlighted. 

Source: Project report. 
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the site now serves dual purposes – reducing antisocial behaviour like fly-

tipping while encouraging visitors to engage with the space. Additionally, 

farmers have gained a more practical, environmentally friendly solution for 

managing excess water. 

Notably, the project fostered strong community engagement: 

• The funding served as a catalyst for significant community involvement, 

with match and crowd funding raising approximately £50,000 from over 

100 donors across Fife and Scotland. 

• Contributions from local organisations, such as the Fife Bird Club and 

Crail Common Good Fund, along with pro bono expert surveys, 

highlight the power of grassroots support and the value of broad 

community participation rather than reliance on a single donor. 
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Wilder, Wetter Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway 

NRF funds received: £325,661 to Wildfowl & Wetland Trust (awarded – 

project ongoing) 

Other project support: £70,040 split evenly between cash and match funding  

Timeframe: 2023/24 - Ongoing 

Delivery partners: local contractors and graziers  

Key activities & outputs 

This project is restoring the natural 

habitat transition between saltmarsh 

and adjacent freshwater systems. It 

neighbours ongoing restoration 

efforts in the Solway Firth, fostering 

significant information exchange with 

Link Caerlaverock as well as 

maintaining a close relationship with 

the National Nature Reserve.  

Historically, the reserve has been 

managed to accommodate traditional 

farming methods and geese 

breeding, involving artificial fertilisers 

and pesticides whose role have 

become outdated in a contemporary 

conservation area. This project 

encourages restoration of the land’s 

biodiversity and connectivity through 

a smoother transition between 

mudflats, saltmarsh, wet grassland, 

and bogs. This project will restore 

200 hectares of wetland habitat, 

promoting ecosystem-sensitive 

grazing, enhancing natural 

processes by blocking land drains, 

and increasing water retention in 

scrapes and pools. It will also create 

additional habitats for rare bird 

species and invertebrates. 

 

Maps: WWT Caerlaverock site boundaries in 

1860 (OS Map) and 2024 (satellite image), 

indicating only marginal gains in farmland 

despite installing field drains for land gain. 

Source: Taken by interviewer during site visit.  
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Impacts & lessons learned 

Similarly to Link Caerlaverock, this project highlights the importance of 

balancing agricultural practices with nature conservation. Initially, site 

managers faced a critical decision: manage the site as a demonstration farm 

or allow it to rewild entirely. A third option was chosen: managing the site as a 

nature reserve while continuing to use agricultural methods like conservation 

grazing with cattle. This approach has increased biodiversity and improved the 

economic viability of farming in the area. By involving local farmers in the 

decision-making process, the project garnered strong community support, and 

practices such as rotational grazing and no-fence collars were well-received. 

The project also demonstrates the value of adaptive management, with project 

managers evolving their approach from piecemeal interventions to landscape-

scale activities. A budget structure that allows for a whole-ecosystem delivery 

to landscape restoration was crucial in making this happen. The project officer 

reflected on how the project’s approach evolved over time: 

“When we first developed the idea, we planned small-scale work 

across the entire site. However, as the project progressed, we 

realized that focussing more intensive efforts on specific fields was 

more effective. While some areas of the reserve remain untouched, 

they’re still well-suited for nature applications. There are also 

aspects we haven’t yet addressed, which could be included in 

future applications.” – Project lead at Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust 

site 
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Edinburgh Process case studies 
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Aberdeenshire Council – Ugie Catchment Small Scale Tree Planting Pilot 

Key activities & outputs  

The Ugie Catchment Small Scale 

Tree Planting pilot project in 

Aberdeenshire has successfully 

promoted tree planting on 

intensively farmed land. More than 

4,000 trees were planted in Buchan 

along the river Ugie, with six local 

farmers and five project partners 

working in collaboration. The 

project officers engaged farmers 

who were previously reluctant or 

unfamiliar with tree planting. The 

project’s ability to offer 

administrative support eliminated 

any burdens and logistical complexities for farmers, who were solely to focus 

on planting and provided with trees, stakes, and protective tubes. This 

approach not only achieved environmental benefits such as enhancing 

biodiversity and creating habitat networks but also empowered farmers to view 

tree planting as manageable and beneficial for their operations. 

As a result, the project sparked a cultural shift within the farming community, 

with many participants interested in expanding their planting efforts and 

exploring larger forestry schemes. Additionally, the project's success helped 

foster partnerships with organisations like Scottish Forestry and the Woodland 

Trust, aligning with broader woodland creation goals. The project, now named 

the Aberdeenshire Sma Wids scheme, has now been registered as an 

established SCIO (Scottish Charitable Incorporated Organisation) with OSCR 

(Scottish Charity Register), ensuring its future sustainability. A new project 

officer will be hired to oversee its expansion, expecting to deliver 40 new tree 

planting projects over the next two years. 

Challenges and lessons learned 

A challenge the Council faced was rapidly developing spending plans and 

evaluation processes, then deploying the funds effectively within a tight 7-

month timeframe. The delay in receiving NRF funds – typically deposited in 

the summer but needed for projects that must be completed by the following 

March – has caused challenges in planning and securing match funding from 

external partners. For instance, the council received £200,000 of NRF funding 

Photo: tree planting along the river edge. 
Credits: Fiona Churnside 
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unexpectedly in the first year (2021), which was a learning curve for the team 

as they were not accustomed to managing such large sums for nature 

restoration. The inability to carry over unused funds from one year to the next 

has disrupted project timelines. 

The nature of the NRF funding, which is strictly capital based, has led to some 

limitations in how it can be utilised. For instance, delivering against the Nature 

Networks criteria has sometimes been unclear: 

"In complete honesty, none of our projects have had delivering 

Nature Networks as the primary goal, but almost everything we do 

contributes to them in some way. The challenge for Local 

Authorities isn’t necessarily to deliver Nature Networks but to map 

them. However, since NRF is strictly capital funding, our council 

has a rigid interpretation of what it can be spent on – primarily 

assets or asset improvements. This makes it difficult to allocate 

funds to non-material tasks like mapping unless they directly lead 

to a capital spend." – Environmental planner, Aberdeenshire 

Council 

Through the course of NRF funding, the council has created a robust, 

defensible internal system for evaluating and selecting projects based on 

community needs. This has facilitated quick project delivery and increased 

community participation, particularly in rewilding and sustainable green space 

management. The council is able to prioritise conservation projects with 

minimal red tape, which has allowed them to implement and manage over 150 

community-based green space projects. The NRF money has been a “game 

changer.” 
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Dundee City Council 

Key activities & outputs 

Dundee City Council delivered 9 projects over the 2022-2024 financial years, 

using NRF funding to support their Local Biodiversity Action Plan. Projects 

have included improving the biodiversity value of grassland in city 

greenspaces (native seeds / bulbs, new mowing regimes), improving ponds, 

INNS removal, tree planting, swift 

nest boxes, and amphibian ladders 

for drains. Their largest project to date 

was called Tr-Action: Planting Climate 

Resilient Woodlands in Dundee, 

which involved planting over 12 

hectares of new, native woodland at 

three sites across the city.  

Challenges and lessons learned 

For the Tr-Action project, the council 

applied to the Competitive Fund 

strand, because they had already 

scoped the work required and had it 

“sitting on the shelf as a quite 

developed project,” making the 

application process simple. 

However, upon reflection, the limited capacity of council officers means the 

project management requirements of the Competitive Fund strand make it 

less suitable for projects run by local authorities:  

“The Edinburgh [Process] strand has been brilliant because we 

haven’t had to apply for it, because applying for additional funding 

takes up quite a lot of resources and time […] Although the Tr-

Action project was brilliant, it was a big project and it took up all of 

our time […] I don’t think we would do that again, where we had the 

Edinburgh strand funding plus the additional [Competitive Fund 

strand] funding. We just don’t have the capacity to manage both.” – 

Greenspace Officer, Dundee City Council 

Council staff shared some of the unique aspects of restoring nature in an 

urban environment during the interview: 

“We've been able to add much more biodiversity into projects like 

active travel, the Local Development Plan review, we're also 

looking at our Open Space Strategy or Woodland Master Plan, 

Photo: Tree planting at one of the new 
woodland sites in the Tr-Action project. 
Credits: Alison Abercrombie.  
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they’re all coming together now, and it's nice to be able to see how 

they all link in.” – Greenspace Officer, Dundee City Council 

Various council initiatives in Dundee all rely on the relatively limited green 

spaces in the urban setting to implement interventions. For example, 

sustainable urban drainage (i.e. rain gardens, overflow ponds), active travel 

(routing cycling or walking paths through green spaces), climate change, and 

net zero. Council staff commented that NRF funding has given them a seat at 

the table with teams managing these other objectives and sparked positive 

integrations and collaborations. Access to NRF funding in this council area 

has allowed the managing team to take specific, and targeted actions for 

habitats and species, giving traction to their Biodiversity Action Plan, over and 

above what was possible before. 
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Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar – Invasive Species Control Project 

Key activities & outputs 

The INNS project has been running successfully for 3-4 years, focussing on 

the removal of Gunnera, a highly invasive plant threatening indigenous 

vegetation. Given that 75% of the Outer Hebrides is community-owned, the 

Local Authority has worked closely with Community Land Trusts (CLTs) to 

implement control measures. Crofters have played a key role in driving 

removal efforts, recognising the risks Gunnera poses to crops grown for both 

human and animal consumption. Private landowners, primarily sporting 

estates, have also taken action due to concerns about the plant’s 

encroachment on salmon and sea trout spawning areas.  

A strong partnership with NatureScot has been instrumental in the project’s 

success. NatureScot provided essential training in its early years and 

continues to support the monitoring of INNS populations across the islands. 

The project has also enabled internal training within the Local Authority, 

equipping operators with the necessary skills for ongoing management. 

Beyond INNS control, other key environmental priorities on the island include 

peatland restoration and marine conservation. There are emerging 

opportunities for match funding through renewable energy companies, which 

are investing in biodiversity initiatives as part of their carbon offsetting 

commitments. Wind farm developers and energy firms have expressed 

interest in supporting peatland restoration, offering a promising avenue for 

future conservation funding. 

Challenges and lessons learned 

A major challenge has been the scale of funding relative to the vast landmass 

requiring protection. The Local Authority received approximately £247,000 in 

previous years – an amount that "doesn’t really scratch the surface when 

you’re talking about INNS." Further complicating matters, a cyber-attack on 

the Local Authority’s servers resulted in the loss of financial records, making it 

difficult to track past allocations. 

Local authority representatives commented that it has been challenging to 

implement Nature Networks across Eilean Siar. Unlike many mainland 

councils, the Local Authority owns little to no land, meaning it must rely 

entirely on cooperation with private landowners and Community Land Trusts 

to deliver environmental projects. The council understands the importance of 

keeping biodiversity high on the political agenda and ensuring the presence of 

a dedicated local biodiversity officer. In Eilean Siar, this role has remained 

unfilled since June 2024, underscoring the persistent challenge of recruiting 
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specialists in remote areas. Biodiversity funding is particularly vulnerable 

during budget cuts, often overshadowed by politically higher-priority 

investments, such as care homes and other essential services. The 

Development Manager at Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar Council emphasised how 

to NRF has helped to maintain political focus on biodiversity:  

“The NRF plays a crucial role in keeping biodiversity in the minds of 

councillors by demonstrating its tangible benefits beyond just having 

a plan. Too often, biodiversity plans are created, then left on the 

shelf, only revisited for annual reporting. The real value of NRF is 

that it funds not just plans, but real action on the ground.”  

Despite the uncertainty of future NRF funding, long-term control efforts 

continue. NatureScot remains committed to monitoring treated sites through 

vegetation surveys, particularly in ecologically sensitive areas. Private 

landowners are also actively tracking INNS on their properties, ensuring that 

even if public funding declines, the momentum for invasive species control is 

not entirely lost. 
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Perth & Kinross Council – Crook of Devon Community Orchard and 

Pollinator Project 

Key activities & outputs 

Perth & Kinross Council delivered 33 projects over the financial years 2022-

2024. Projects support their Local Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP) and have 

included tree planting, riparian habitat restoration, wildflower meadow creation, 

pond creation, amphibian ladders, hedgehog homes in schools, pollinator-

friendly planting in support of a pollinator highway network, creation of a 

wildflower rain garden, restoring an urban drainage pond, and removal of INNS.  

The case study interview focused on the Crook 

of Devon Community Orchard and Pollinator 

project. This project expanded a community 

orchard, with mixed fruit trees and 

underplanting with wildflowers and bulbs, 

creating a new pollinator corridor. All the 

planting and associated project works were 

carried out by volunteers of Crook and Drum 

Growing Together, who are currently working 

with Tayside Biodiversity Partnership to create a 

‘Biodiversity Village’. 

Challenges and lessons learned 

Perth & Kinross Council distribute a portion of 

their Edinburgh Process funding to local 

community groups. The council invites 

applications for projects and scores these using 

a matrix to ensure biodiversity benefit, 

alignment with their LBAP, and a diverse mix of projects across the council area.  

“It just takes the pressure off us, first of all, but also, you're getting 

more of a wide scale nature restoration, not just focussing on those 

council [owned] areas […] It helps empower communities to take 

action on the climate and biodiversity crisis.” – Climate Change Land 

Restoration Officer, Perth & Kinross Council 

A challenge that was mentioned, from a community group’s perspective, was that 

the applications for funding made available to community groups seemed 

designed for larger projects, with £1,000 being the minimum amount available. 

This was more than this group felt they needed or could find volunteers to 

deliver, however they did increase the scale of their delivery to achieve the 

minimum amount. From the council’s perspective, though, it is important to limit 

Photo: A volunteer unveiling the 

information board at the Crook of 

Devon Community Orchard and 

Pollinator Project. Credits: Amanda 

James 
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the total number of projects, as the administration of these can become too much 

to handle.  

Overall, however, the innovative approach of funding community groups was 

highlighted as being central to their ability to deliver a large number and variety 

of projects across the three years of the NRF. The council used to have a target 

for directing Edinburgh Process funding towards nature restoration to be 

delivered by the council versus by community groups (roughly a 60/40 split), 

however they now put council- and community-led projects into the same pool 

and assess all proposals side by side:  

“This year, all applications are to be reviewed against set scoring 

criteria. Once the application deadline has passed, the highest 

scoring applications will be recommended for approval to the 

Executive Director of Communities. This year there will be no 

proposed split between Community Greenspace and Community 

projects, as those that best support outcomes for nature, in line with 

scoring criteria, will be recommended for approval. Once 

recommendations have been approved by the Executive Director of 

Communities, successful applicants will be notified of their grant 

funding award.” – Excerpt from Perth & Kinross Council return form.  

This approach could have multiple benefits for other local authorities, efficiently 

directing funding to motivated community and volunteer groups.  
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Annex 2: Additional detail on case study 

methods 
 

The selection criteria for case studies in each strand were as follows. 

Competitive Fund strand: 

1. Successful project(s) fully delivering their intended outputs, on time and 

within the projected budget.  

2. Project(s) that encountered challenges and with hindsight, may have done 

things differently 

3. Project(s) that were impacted by Covid and were able to respond positively to 

the flexibility offered by NatureScot/SG 

4. Multiple (and complimentary) project(s) delivering in the same geographical 

area e.g., at various sites along a river 

5. Thematic projects that can demonstrate links to wider priorities and 

objectives in the Corporate Plan and Scottish Biodiversity Strategy – e.g., 

single farm or farm cluster projects telling a positive story for farming and 

biodiversity 

6. Project(s) funded from development through to delivery, particularly where 

further/wider delivery is planned 

7. Development phase funded projects 

8. Project(s) that are innovative in approach with the potential to extend the 

current evidence base 

9. Project(s) that attracted match funding (especially if nature finance) and/or 

new partners to nature restoration 

 

Edinburgh Process: 

1. Councils that had projects which contributed to a diverse mix of objectives, 

including NRF priority themes and/or goals from the Corporate Plan and 

Scottish Biodiversity Strategy – E.g., projects telling a positive story for 

biodiversity. 

2. Councils that used the funding for multiple (and complimentary) project(s) 

delivering in the same geographical area e.g., at various sites along a river. 
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3. Councils that divided the funding to deliver projects that are varied in 

geographical spread (e.g. urban, rural, schools, rivers, invasive species) 

and/or employed different rural/urban measures in delivery.  

4. Councils where multiple measures have noted to have been deployed within 

a project, but no additional information has been given.  

 

Underpinning the above was the need for case study selection to account for: 

• The eight different outcomes from the logic model in the evaluation 

framework (i.e. the selected list includes case studies that demonstrate 

delivery of most or all these outcomes). 

• Different scale of projects, including geographic scale and higher and lower 

spend. 

• Geographical spread (i.e. urban, rural, islands; different parts of Scotland/a 

range of regions or local authorities accounted for etc.)61 

 

Interviews took place between September 2024 and January 2025. Participants 

were provided with information and consent forms with details about how their data 

would be stored and used, in line with GDPR. Interviews lasted between 25 and 60 

minutes. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Different interview questions 

or follow-up questions were chosen (“routed”) depending on the reasons each case 

study was selected, according to the themes in the case study selection criteria. 

Questions were also pre-populated where this data was provided in advance (i.e. 

via existing project reports) and confirmed with the interviewee during the interview. 

Interview conversations were semi-structured and allowed to stray from the 

questionnaire to capture emergent themes and anecdotes on lessons learned. Key 

themes from the interview questionnaire and captured in individual case studies are 

given below:   

Competitive Fund strand: 

• Summary of project and anticipated outcomes, including delivery partners. 

• NRF funds awarded, other project support (cash or in-kind), and delivery 

timeframe. 

• Outputs delivered and extent to which anticipated outcomes are being/are 

likely to be achieved in the future. 

• Other project successes (not covered by delivery of outputs). 

 
61 The project team reviewed the regions of Scotland covered by Competitive Fund strand case 
studies and prioritised Edinburgh Process projects to fill any gaps.  
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• Project challenges – foreseen and unforeseen. 

• Any unintended impacts and outcomes – positive and negative. 

• Key learning points for nature restoration practice and NRF as a funding 

stream. 

 

Edinburgh Process strand: 

• Local Authority name, number of projects completed/funded by NRF in total, 

amount of total funding received per year. 

• Project name, overview of objectives, timeframe, funds awarded, delivery 

partners, and area supported. 

• Anticipated project outcomes, priority theme(s), and measures deployed 

(urban/rural). 

• Project delivery: contribution to nature restoration, Nature Networks, 

collaborations with other projects, successes & challenges, unintended 

consequences, and key takeaways. 

Long-term project delivery plans, contribution to nature restoration, partnership 

formation and community engagement, innovative methods, and learning points for 

nature restoration practice and NRF as a funding stream.62 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
62 The interview guide for the Edinburgh Process case studies was structured differently from that 
of the Competitive Fund strand to garner insights at both specific project level, as well as wider 
insights at local authority level, across multiple project years. This approach ensures case studies 
illustrate local authority project delivery beyond the information provided in individual return forms.  
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Annex 3: Clarifications and terminology used 

throughout this report 
 

Activities: Actions or processes carried out to achieve the programme’s goals. For 

the NRF, these include raising awareness of the NRF funding opportunities among 

potential applicants, that funding applications are made, and that funding is 

allocated in line with NRF criteria. 

Outputs: Immediate results of activities, often tangible and measurable and 

indicate what was produced or achieved. For the NRF, this is the establishment and 

delivery of new NRF projects. Each individual NRF project has its own aims, 

objectives, expected project outputs and outcomes.  

Outcomes: Short to long term effects resulting from the outputs. The NRF has 

eight programme outcomes, which link to five long term outcomes, which support 

two of the priority outcomes in the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy 2022-2045.  

Milestones: Types of activities and outputs delivered by Competitive Fund strand 

projects and reported via a NatureScot template as part of grant management 

processes, e.g. trees planted, hectares restored, etc. Bespoke milestones were 

also able to be created for individual projects where planned outputs or activities 

were not covered by a selectable one. 

Metrics: Key performance indicators (statistics, units, and scales) by which to 

measure impact of projects (both strands) and linked to the eight programme 

outcomes of the NRF in the Scottish Government evaluation framework. Metrics 

are used to evaluate the delivery of the NRF overall and are used throughout the 

Results section.   

Area supported: An aggregated metric which provides a catch-all across different 

milestones (e.g., “Area (ha) improved”, “Area (ha) of habitat created”, “Area (ha) of 

habitat managed”, etc.) (both strands). Area supported is shorthand for the area 

that the project worked over, in a broad sense, not an indication of the size and 

scale of the work, necessarily. For example, some projects excluded deer from a 

large area (Black Hills Regeneration Project, Knoydart, Highland) or eradicated 

INNS from a whole island (Outer Hebrides – see 4.1.1 Area (ha) where project 

activities have been undertaken). Projects such as these may not have involved 

intensive works across the full area supported but still have impacts and outcomes 

for habitats and species across that area. This aggregated metric is therefore used 

to understand the scale of NRF impacts. Necessary caveats are included 

throughout the Results section.  
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Funding: Under the Competitive Fund strand, projects record funding “offered” and 

funding “paid”. Under Edinburgh Process, local councils report funding “received”, 

and project “spend”.  

Funding offered: refers to the amount of funding within a formal grant offer from 

NatureScot at the start of the project. NatureScot offers funding, based on a careful 

assessment of the application. Funding offered may increase during the project. 

Funding received: refers to the amount of funding that was paid to projects up to 

31 March 2024. “Funding received” can vary from the “Funding offered”, due to 

changes that often take place during a project’s lifetime.  Local authorities receive 

Edinburgh Process strand funds directly from Scottish Government.  

The Results section gives priority to “funding received” because this is the measure 

for which the evaluation team had the most complete data across both strands 

regarding funding deployed for nature restoration.  
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Annex 4: NRF Outputs, Outcomes, Measures 

and Indicators 
 

This annex contains all the measures and indicators for each output and outcome 

that were used to support the evaluation. This covers both Competitive Fund and 

Edinburgh Process measures and indicators. Not all measures and indicators are 

reported on in the main report due to the relevance of measures and indicators 

across the projects covered, but are listed here for reference. 

 

Competitive Fund 

Output A: Contracts/approvals for NRF funded projects in place 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Number of projects that expressed interest in NRF funding 

b) Number of projects that applied for NRF funding 

c) Number of projects successfully applying for NRF funding 

 

Output B: A greater range and diversity of organisations, landowners and 

managers secure NRF funds and undertake nature restoration 

Measures and indicators: 

a) New successful applicants: Successful applicants who have not previously 

received any grant funding from NatureScot 

b) Returning successful applicants: Successful applicants who have previously 

received a grant funding from NatureScot 

c) Unsuccessful applicants who have not previously received any grant funding 

from NatureScot 

d) New NRF successful applicants: Successful applicants who have not 

previously received grant funding from NRF 

e) Returning NRF successful applicants: Successful applicants who have 

previously received grant funding from NRF 

f) Unsuccessful applicants who have not previously received NRF funding 

 

Output C: Projects implemented and deliver agreed outputs aligned to fund 

priorities 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Total area supported (ha) 

b) Total area restored (ha) 
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c) Total number of projects completed 

d) Projects ending early 

e) Reasons for projects ending early 

f) Projects changing one or more elements of the project 

g) Reasons for projects changing one or more elements of the project) 

h) Total number of projects not completed - ongoing projects 

i) Total number of projects that needed extension of delivery deadline across all 

years 

g) Reasons for projects requiring extension of delivery deadline 

j) Total number of project self-reporting aims achieved 

 

Output D: Projects are managed by funding/project officers, report progress, claim 

funds and submit final report 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Funding received by recipients (total, mean, minimum, maximum, ranges) 

b) Underspend and overspend, including percentage of spend at programme 

level 

c) Main challenges in use of NRF funding 

d) Supported building the evidence base to better inform restoration, recovery 

and wider enhancement efforts 

 

Outcome 1: Contributed to native woodland restoration 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Area (ha) of tree planting 

b) Number of trees planted 

c) Species of trees planted 

d) Area (ha) of ongoing natural regeneration 

 

Outcome 2: Improved management of species rich grassland to increase habitat 

for pollinators 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Area (ha) of habitat created for pollinators 

b) Area (ha) of habitat restored for pollinators 

c) Area (ha) of habitat reconnected for pollinators 

d) Area (ha) of habitat managed for pollinators 

 

Outcome 3: Supported habitat creation to protect priority species (non-pollinators) 

Measures and indicators: 
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a) Area (ha) of habitat created for priority species 

b) Area (ha) of habitat restored for priority species 

c) Area (ha) of habitat reconnected for priority species 

d) Area (ha) of habitat managed for priority species 

e) Action for specific priority species 

 

Outcome 4: Implemented natural flood management to lessen the impact of 

climate change 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Length (m) of watercourse meandered/re-meandered 

b) Area (ha) of wetland habitat created 

c) Area (ha) of wetland habitat restored 

d) Area (ha) of ponds/scrapes created  

e) Area (ha) of ponds/scrapes restored 

f) Number of ponds/scrapes created 

g) Number of ponds/scrapes restored 

h) Area (ha) of floodplain wetland connected/reconnected with a river 

i) Area (ha) of backwater reconnected to its river 

j) Length (m) of backwater reconnected to its river 

 

Outcome 5: Restored degraded aquatic and riparian habitats to safeguard 

freshwaters 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Area (ha) of riparian tree planting 

b) Length (m) of riverbank planted with riparian trees 

c) Number of riparian trees planted 

d) Area (ha) of ongoing riparian natural regeneration. 

e) Length (m) of riverbank protected from diffuse pollution 

f) Length (m) of eroded riverbank restored 

g) Length (m) of instream habitat restored to support freshwater biodiversity 

h) Number of man-made obstructions removed from watercourses 

i) Length (m) of river opened up for fish migration. 

 

Outcome 6: Enhanced connection and integration of habitats and species to the 

urban fabric and increased urban nature-based solutions for healthy and resilient 

communities 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Area (ha) of urban greenspace created 

b) Area (ha) of urban greenspace managed 
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c) Extent and nature of people's use of urban greenspace 

d) Extent and nature of mechanism created to cool the urban environment 

e) Extent and nature of mechanism created to help manage surface water 

 

Outcome 7: Controlled INNS in a catchment, or protected a previously uninvaded 

catchment, to protect habitats and halt biodiversity loss 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Area (ha) of habitat protected (INNS) 

b) Length (m) habitat protected (INNS) 

c) Number of priority sites in Scotland protected (INNS) 

d) Proportion of priority sites in Scotland protected (INNS) 

e) Number of populations of vulnerable species in Scotland protected (INNS) 

f) Proportion of vulnerable species in Scotland protected (INNS) 

g) Species of INNS controlled 

h) Area (ha) of habitat restored (INNS) 

i) Length (m) of habitat restored (INNS) 

 

Outcome 8: Contributed to the long-term enhancement, conservation status and 

recovery of the marine and coastal environment and of priority marine features 

Measures and indicators:  

a) Extent and effectiveness of marine and coastal enhancement measure(s). 

b) Specific priority marine feature(s) enhanced 

 

Edinburgh Process 

Note that for the Edinburgh Process strand of the evaluation, Outputs A and B were 

not applicable to the analysis. In addition, not all measures and indicators in 

Outputs C and D for the Competitive Fund strand were applicable to the Edinburgh 

Process strand. 

Output C: Projects implemented and deliver agreed outputs aligned to fund 

priorities 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Total area supported (0,000 ha) 

b) Total area restored (0,000 ha) 

c) Total number of projects completed 

d) Projects ending early 

e) Projects changing one or more elements of the project 

f) Total number of projects not completed - ongoing projects 
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Output D: Local authorities submit summary reports to Scottish Government 

Measures and indicators: 

a) Funding received by recipients (total, mean, minimum, maximum, ranges) 

b) Underspend and overspend 

c) Main challenges in use of NRF funding 

 

Outcome 1: Contributed to native woodland restoration 

Measures and indicators: 

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 

 

Outcome 2: Improved management of species rich grassland to increase habitat 

for pollinators 

Measures and indicators: 

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 

• Action for pollinators (equipment for maintaining wildflower areas/verges plus 

planting) 

• Planting of wildlife corridors, removal of barriers to movement, pollinator 

planting 

 

Outcome 3: Supported habitat creation to protect priority species (non-pollinators) 

Measures and indicators: 

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 

 

Outcome 4: Implemented natural flood management to lessen the impact of 

climate change 

Measures and indicators: 

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 
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• Natural flood management actions such as connecting rivers with flood 

plains, pond creation, deculverting, in-stream works for habitat and flow 

variability 

 

Outcome 5: Restored degraded aquatic and riparian habitats to safeguard 

freshwaters 

Measures and indicators: 

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 

 

Outcome 6: Enhanced connection and integration of habitats and species to the 

urban fabric and increased urban nature-based solutions for healthy and resilient 

communities 

Measures and indicators: 

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 

• Wee Forests (purchase and planting of trees) 

• Rain gardens (construction and materials plus planting) 

• Improving Greenspace for Outdoor Learning (purchase and planting, 

equipment for outdoor learning, small access improvements) 

• Improving condition and use of LNRs (purchase and planting, equipment for 

outdoor learning, small access improvements) 

• Greening Active travel routes (purchase and planting) 

• Urban woodlands - Climate forests (purchase and planting) 

• Nature Networks 

 

Outcome 7: Controlled INNS in a catchment, or protected a previously uninvaded 

catchment, to protect habitats and halt biodiversity loss 

Measures and indicators: 

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 

• Removal of INNS 
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Outcome 8: Contributed to the long-term enhancement, conservation status and 

recovery of the marine and coastal environment and of priority marine features 

Measures and indicators:  

• Brief description of work undertaken 

• Expected benefits to biodiversity 

• Key NRF successes 

• Habitat and species enhancement works using native stock, enhancing 

natural coastal defences through marram, addressing coastal squeeze 
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Annex 5: Conflict of interest statement 
Because SAC Consulting (hereafter, ‘SAC’) have previously received funding from 

the NRF, both as lead applicant and sub-contractors in completion of NRF 

projects, there is a view that a potential conflict of interest exists in relation to SAC 

delivering this NRF interim evaluation report. This annex provides a transparent 

assessment of this risk and an action plan to confirm how SAC will ensure that any 

conflict of interest has been suitably mitigated and continually managed. 

Description of risk 

SAC Consultants have applied for and led delivery of NRF-funded projects, in 

addition to having been subcontracted to advise and deliver NRF-funded work on 

behalf of other applicants. The NRF has dispensed significant funding into the land-

based sector with the goal of regenerating nature, work which SAC is capable of 

delivering. Because SAC have delivered NRF projects, there is a risk that for 

Scottish Government / NatureScot that their delivery of this evaluation work may be 

perceived as not impartial. Specifically, SAC may, or may not be perceived to: 

1. View the NRF programme favourably, as SAC has benefitted commercially 

from its implementation.  

2. View the NRF projects in which we have played a part favourably, so as not 

to negatively affect the reputation of SAC / SRUC or our project partners. 

3. Gain an advantage in applying for future NRF rounds of funding by gaining 

insight into the key success criteria for the NRF.  

Actions taken to mitigate these risks 

Firstly, SAC Consulting and SRUC more broadly are independent, research-based 

organisations and integrity is a key value that pervades their professional culture. 

Research and consulting projects often include sensitivities and risks of this nature, 

and SAC and SRUC have systems in place for keeping data separate, including 

GDPR consideration, which figured into the mitigation plan below.  

Regarding risk #1 above – SAC, SRUC, and their employees are united behind a 

mission to contribute to nature restoration in Scotland. Their interests in delivering 

NRF projects are aligned with the overall outcomes of the fund itself. The analysis 

in this report was drawn exclusively from the evidence provided and collected as 

part of this project, with a view to exploring challenges and issues associated with 

the NRF and identifying areas for improvement. While process-related information 

emerged during case study conversations, the data primarily reflects individual 

project implementation challenges. 

Regarding risk #3 above – The key success criteria for the NRF are clearly stated 

for the benefit of all applicants to NRF funding. The methods and results of this 

interim evaluation are publicly available, with nothing withheld or omitted. In 
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addition, NatureScot operates a robust system to identify and manage potential 

Conflicts of Interest during the assessment of individual applications to NRF. 

The following steps have been taken to mitigate residual risk from the above list of 

potential/perceived conflicts of interest, cross-cutting for all three of the identified 

risks:  

1. Declaration of the conflict.  

a. This conflict of interest was recognised by SAC/SRUC when preparing 

to submit a tender application for this evaluation work and a 

declaration was included in their tender response.  

b. This annex is included in the report to provide a summary of the nature 

of the risk and mitigating measures.  

c. Additionally, SAC has an established register where conflicts of 

interest are declared such that they can be appropriately evaluated, 

monitored, and mitigated. The details of the potential conflicts within 

this project have been listed there and were kept up to date. 

Information on that form includes the project manager / risk owner, 

their line manager, details of the potential conflict, likelihood and 

severity of risks, and mitigating steps being taken.  

2. Appointment of someone not connected with NRF bids as a quality 

assurance lead for the evaluation report. 

a. All outputs have been reviewed by an SRUC employee out with the 

project team who has had no previous engagement with the NRF 

whatsoever. This staff member has provided quality assurance for all 

outputs, specifically reviewing the potential conflict with reference to 

this document and is satisfied that all results are presented objectively, 

based on the data provided.   

3. Where possible, exclusion of identifying information about individual projects 

throughout evaluation and reporting. 

a. Regarding risk #2 – The goal of this work is to evaluate the success of 

the NRF overall, rather than that of individual projects. Many of the 

indicators to be used in this evaluation are quantitative and will be 

listed as summary statistics, without reference to any specific projects.  

b. The exception to this is for case studies, where there is an in-depth 

focus on specific projects. Having reviewed the case study long list 

against the projects in which SAC have been involved, there is only 1 

project which had been selected as a case study option. This project 

was therefore struck from the long list of potential case studies, to 

mitigate this risk.  

The idea was discussed of excluding from the evaluation NRF projects in which 

SAC Consultants have played a part. It was the opinion of the SAC project team 
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that this would potentially leave a significant data gap in the project, and that the 

risk associated with SAC projects is suitably mitigated via the steps above. 

Furthermore, SAC’s involvement in the majority of these projects has been to 

deliver specific, prescribed inputs, helping to action interventions identified in the 

successful applications. Because SAC has not been the named applicant / project 

owner in any of these instances, reputational risk for SAC is minimal. SAC 

recognise that any risks relating to perceived conflicts also apply to Scottish 

Government and NatureScot in terms of ensuring that the evaluation is independent 

and unbiased. 
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