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RSPB Scotland: proposals for achieving a Green Recovery  

RSPB Scotland is part of the RSPB, the UK’s largest nature conservation charity, inspiring everyone to give 

nature a home. Together with our partners, we protect threatened birds and wildlife so our towns, coast and 

countryside will teem with life once again. We play a leading role in BirdLife International, a worldwide 

partnership of nature conservation organisations.  

Questions - Economic Advisory Group’s call for views on Economic Recovery 

1. Significant macroeconomic and fiscal implications will change the economic context for the foreseeable 

future. What will be the shape and form of the recovery from the crisis and what will be the 

implications for the future growth and structure of the economy? 

The coronavirus pandemic has brought the deep connections between nature, human health and wellbeing 

and a resilient economy into sharp focus. The economic and fiscal measures undertaken in response will have 

far-reaching implications for Scotland’s natural capital, vital for the long-term sustainability and resilience of 

our economy. Recovery measures must accelerate the transition to a low-carbon, nature-rich and inclusive 

Scotland, not lock-in environmentally damaging projects, sectors and industries. This will help us to future-

proof our economy.  

Executive Summary 

A green recovery from the coronavirus crisis must have nature at its heart. Many people have sought 

solace in nature during these unsettling and disruptive times, but it has never been clearer that access 
to nature is not shared equally. Furthermore, 49% of species in Scotland have declined and one in nine 

are threatened with national extinction; just as we need nature, nature needs us. Investing in nature’s 

recovery now will deliver widespread benefits across Scotland and build a vibrant, thriving and 

resilient economy that will be better equipped to deal with future shocks. 

To achieve this, the Scottish Government’s Environment Strategy vision must be the motor that drives 

Scotland’s recovery, and be used as a guide to re-balance our economy, prioritising the long-term 

wellbeing and resilience of people, nature and climate, and addressing inequalities.  

We propose 5 policy interventions for nature’s recovery that should be prioritised as part of Scotland’s 

recovery. These policies would invest in our natural assets, support creation of green jobs and 

industries, contribute to nature’s recovery, help us to mitigate and adapt to climate change, improve 

the nation’s health and wellbeing and help achieve access to nature for all.  

1. Strengthen protections for nature to lock in the benefits of a green recovery and maintain 

and restore our natural assets, which are fundamental to a resilient economy. 

2. Invest in Green and Blue Infrastructure to deliver benefits for quality of life and wellbeing, 

climate and nature.  

3. Deliver a Scottish Nature Network to provide a strategic approach for green and blue 

infrastructure delivery across Scotland and achieve access to nature for all. 

4. Deliver Nature-based Solutions to the climate crisis, at scale such as peatland restoration 

and native woodland expansion, which would create green jobs and restore ecosystems. 

5. Transform the food and farming system to work for nature, climate and people, repurposing 

financial support for farmers and land managers to primarily deliver public goods such as 

biodiversity, high quality drinking water, air and soil and resilience to flooding. 
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Here are 5 key considerations for achieving a green recovery: 

1. Place the Environment Strategy vision at the heart of a green recovery 

The Scottish Government is one of a small number of countries beginning to think about the future economy 

in terms beyond GDP.1 Scotland’s National Performance Framework outcomes, which are linked to the global 

Sustainable Development Goals, place us on a pathway towards a wellbeing economy. The focus of the 

recovery should further embed these wider measures of success within Scotland’s economic framework. The 

first test must be Scotland’s planetary footprint, as expressed in the 2020 Environment Strategy vision: 

“One Earth. One home. One shared future. By 2045: By restoring nature and ending Scotland’s contribution to 

climate change, our country is transformed for the better – helping to secure the wellbeing of our people and 

planet for generations to come.”2  

The Environment Strategy vision and outcomes must be placed at the heart of recovery plans and be used as a 

guide to re-balance Scotland’s economy, prioritising the long-term wellbeing and resilience of people, nature 

and climate, and addressing inequalities. 

2. Maintain and uphold environmental standards 

Individual fiscal measures and policies should be screened to ensure they meet environmental criteria. 
Environmental standards and regulations must be upheld, adhering to the Scottish Government’s commitment 
to ensure they are ‘maintained if not exceeded’ on leaving the EU3. Emergency measures must not weaken 
standards in order to boost the economy.  
 
Good regulation is vital to protect our natural capital, which provides essential services to people and the 
economy, builds resilience against future shocks and opportunities for future growth. We need to protect our 
capital base as well as invest in it, and regulation is essential for this. Far from stymieing innovation, good 
regulation can set clear parameters for economic activity, creating level playing fields through regulatory 
clarity, and promoting a trajectory for economic activity that supports long term sustainability and the 
achievement of national objectives4.   
 
This is particularly significant in light of the potential for a No Deal Brexit scenario in December 2020 and any 
new Free Trade Agreements between the UK and Third Countries, which could involve a lowering of standards 
and place pressure on the UK internal market. Setting a clear pathway for Scotland’s economy now that  invests 
in green jobs and industries will help to place Scotland in a stronger position to deal with these potential 
forthcoming challenges.  
 

3. Accelerate a Just Transition  
 
Immediate fiscal measures and bailouts must be conditional on achieving and accelerating a Just Transition to 

a zero carbon, nature-rich Scotland by 2045. Projects, sectors and industries that contradict long-term 

objectives for climate and nature should only be provided with support, training and infrastructure that aids 

their rapid transition to green jobs and industries. This will help to avoid damaging projects and stranded 

assets – see our response to questions 3 for more information. 

 

 
1 https://www.gov.scot/groups/wellbeing-economy-governments-wego/ 
2 https://www.gov.scot/publications/environment-strategy-scotland-vision-outcomes/ 
3 https://www.gov.scot/news/protecting-the-environment-after-brexit/ 
4https://www.aldersgategroup.org.uk/asset/896; 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment//enveco/industry_employment/pdf/facts_and_figures.pdf;  

https://www.gov.scot/groups/wellbeing-economy-governments-wego/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/environment-strategy-scotland-vision-outcomes/
https://www.gov.scot/news/protecting-the-environment-after-brexit/
https://www.aldersgategroup.org.uk/asset/896
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/enveco/industry_employment/pdf/facts_and_figures.pdf
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4. Mainstream nature 

A Green Recovery should aim to mainstream nature across government and beyond. Nature is often treated as 
an isolated and specialised policy area – and even as one that we can only deliver when there is budget 

flexibility. However, the importance and strong investment case for protecting and restoring the natural 

environment is now clearer than ever. 

Now is the time to properly integrate biodiversity considerations across policy areas and departments. We 

need policy coherence across environment, rural economy, climate, finance, education, health, planning and 

beyond, in order to maximise synergies and benefits. This should include reviewing existing expenditure and 

public procurement policy to ensure that it is aligned with the aims of a green recovery.  

Emergency measures that have been implemented as part of the government’s response to covid-19 should be 

reviewed to check their compatibility with nature and climate goals. For example, the reduction in traffic 

during the lockdown has improved air quality, reduced carbon emissions, and brought quieter and safer 

streets and neighbourhoods more attractive for walking and cycling, and in which people have rediscovered 

nature and bird song. These changes must be reinforced by investing in cycling and walking infrastructure and 

pedestrianising more streets - the initial funding commitments from the Scottish Government for active travel 

infrastructure are a positive step. At the same time, steps should be taken to ensure that restrictions for public 

transport do not result in significant increased car usage as lockdown restrictions are gradually lifted. 

 

5. Invest in nature 

A clear role for the Scottish National Investment Bank (SNIB) in Scotland’s Green Recovery should be 
established. The SNIB has a mission to support innovative, high-growth firms that have a positive impact in 
Scotland. The SNIB should increase funding for activities which support Scotland’s transition to a net zero and 
nature-rich future.  
 
 
2. Different sectors and businesses will be impacted in different ways. What are the medium-to long-term 

consequences of the lockdown on businesses, including loss of employees, debt overhang, loss of 

markets, reduced investment and unemployment? 

The nature conservation sector makes a major contribution to a number of Scottish Government objectives, 
particularly in relation to nature conservation and climate change but also through wider ecosystem services, 
public wellbeing and tourism. The sector is an important employer in some of Scotland’s most remote and 
sometimes economically fragile communities.  

In accordance with the Scottish Government’s guidelines and in order to ensure the safety of all our staff, 
volunteers and visitors all RSPB Scotland nature reserves have been closed and will only be re-opened as and 
when appropriate and in line with government guidelines. 

We have been able to access the UK Government’s furlough scheme and have furloughed approximately 30% 
of staff in Scotland. The scheme has provided a direct lifeline for many organisations and has been hugely 
welcome. It is difficult to evaluate the full impact of the coronavirus crisis in the medium- to long-term on our 
income streams. We anticipate approximately a £1 - 1.5 million reduction in income over the first 6 months. A 
summary of the financial implications are as follows: 

• Due to the closure of reserves we have foregone income from shops/cafes and entrance fees.  

• Income from memberships – which accounts for approximately a third of our income – is affected as 
we have been unable to attend or organise events at which we recruit members during the 
spring/summer recruitment window, a vital period.   
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• All community fundraising has temporarily ceased, and our pin badge scheme which relies on retail 
for pin badge box sites has had to be paused.  

• A third of our income comes from legacies, but there are now delays in obtaining probate and our 
legal advisors are suggesting up to nine-month delays in receiving legacy payments.   

• Stock market investments are being impacted, which will have a knock-on effect on charitable trust 

income in the future, as well as staff pension obligations. 

• There will be further costs involved in the phased lifting of lockdown restrictions, such as staff having 

to self-isolate, but these are as yet unclear. 

The impact of the reduction of funding will be significant. It will affect our ability to deliver vital conservation 
projects that, if successfully delivered, would contribute to achieving many of the Scottish Government’s 
objectives, for example the eradication of invasive non-native stoats from the Orkney islands, ambitious native 
forest expansion in the Cairngorms or restoring the Flow Country’s peatlands. 

To add to our funding challenges, Brexit will see the end of the hugely important EU LIFE funding stream that 
has delivered so much for Scotland's biodiversity - Scottish projects account for c. 21% of the UK LIFE funding 

allocation. Large-scale nature restoration projects are particularly affected by the loss of LIFE funding.  

Increased dedicated funding for nature conservation is therefore critical for ensuring that climate and nature 
goals can be met in Scotland, and that environmental NGOs can continue to play a key role in this by using 
their experience and expertise in delivering on the ground conservation projects. Any further public sector 
funding cuts to Scotland’s environmental agencies (SNH, SEPA and RESAS) would also be detrimental to 

achieving a green recovery.  

 

3. The crisis will impact differently on different groups in society, and on different parts of the labour 

market; and, has already revealed some thorny issues about relative wages across key occupations.  

What will the implications of the recovery be for different groups, unemployment and on the nature of 

work? How is the recovery likely to impact on socio-economic inequality as a whole? 

The impacts of the coronavirus, the lockdown restrictions and the resulting economic recession are not shared 
equally across Scotland. Similarly, the future impacts of climate change and the loss of nature will not be borne 
equally by all. A green recovery could prioritise interventions that will benefit sectors of society most heavily 
impacted by the climate and nature emergency and the pandemic, for example improving access to nature. 
Many people have sought solace in nature during this time, however access to nature is not shared equally by 
all. There is a strong case for investing in improving the quality and accessibility of green space – see our 

proposals for green and blue infrastructure and a Scottish Nature Network in our response to Question 4. 

Support for climate and nature investments which would create valuable and productive jobs across Scotland 

and will have high multiplier effects should be prioritised5. The Scottish Government must facilitate a transition 

away from jobs, sectors and industries that do not currently align with the Scottish Government’s long-term 

climate and nature goals in a way that is fair for all.  

This process should accelerate existing work by the Just Transition Commission to ensure that workers are not 

disadvantaged in the future by a need to divest suddenly from environmentally damaging industries, by finding 

new green opportunities, providing support, reskilling and infrastructure.  

 

 
5 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/pdf/Natura2000_and_jobs_main%20report.pdf ; 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/pdf/Natura2000_and_jobs_main%20report.pdf
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Current use of much of Scotland’s land, both rural and urban, and sea, is not sustainable. The changes required 

present significant opportunities and have the potential to create substantive benefits in terms of jobs 

created, income generated and costs avoided. However, for some these changes will be disruptive. Ensuring a 

just transition to environmentally sustainable economies and societies is a necessity.  

 

4. What can be done now to ensure the transition to a wellbeing-oriented, inclusive economy on a 

transition to net zero? How can the wellbeing of the people of Scotland flourish and what are the 

environmental implications of the crisis? 

A green recovery and long-term policymaking to protect and enhance nature will contribute to our national 
wellbeing and increase our economic and ecological resilience for the future.  The persistent and continued loss 
of nature in Scotland requires urgent action: the 2019 State of Nature report found that 49% of species in 
Scotland have declined and one in nine is at risk of national extinction.6   
 
Investing in nature’s recovery will help to mitigate and adapt to climate change, improve flood mitigation, 

create green jobs and industries, clean up our air and drinking water, deliver access to nature for everyone and 
improve public health and wellbeing. Investing in nature is necessary in order to underpin a resilient society 

and a vibrant, nature-rich economy for the long-term.   

New Zealand has already shown leadership in this area with investment in nature recovery and conservation 

job creation a core element of its response to the impacts of COVID-19.7 

Over the coming months we will continue to develop more detailed plans for how we think the Scottish 

Government can deliver nature’s recovery.  We would be happy to supply this as additional information to 

Ministers, the Economic Advisory Group or the Sustainable Renewal Advisory Group in due course. 

Here are some initial policy proposals that we believe should be prioritised as part of a Green Recovery:  
 

1. Strengthen protections for nature 

To lock in the benefits of a green recovery we must maintain and improve the laws that protect nature. 
This will help to maintain our stock of natural capital, one of Scotland's greatest economic assets, building 
resilience and creating future economic opportunities.   

This should, at a minimum, include the swift passage of environmental legislation, notably the Continuity 
Bill, which is needed as we leave the EU Transition phase. It is imperative that this legislation is introduced 
to create a robust, independent Environmental Watchdog to ensure that environmental protections will 
continue to be upheld and enforced once the EU exit transition period is over. Addressing enforcement of 
environmental standards is key to ensure that Scotland’s nature is not depleted.  

In addition to legislation, we must invest in policies and structures that will better protect our biodiversity 
from the key drivers of loss identified in the UN IPBES and State of Nature reports, particularly those that 
are known to be intensifying in Scotland. In particular, strategic deployment of preventative spend for 
long-term environmental gains and the maximisation of cost efficiency for the public purse, should guide 
policy.  

 
 
 

 
6 https://www.nature.scot/state-nature-scotland-report-2019 
7 https://www.doc.govt.nz/news/media-releases/2020-media-releases/investment-to-create-11000-environment-jobs-in-
our-regions/  

https://www.nature.scot/state-nature-scotland-report-2019
https://www.doc.govt.nz/news/media-releases/2020-media-releases/investment-to-create-11000-environment-jobs-in-our-regions/
https://www.doc.govt.nz/news/media-releases/2020-media-releases/investment-to-create-11000-environment-jobs-in-our-regions/
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2. Invest in Green and Blue Infrastructure 
 
Upfront capital investment in Scotland’s Green and Blue infrastructure should play a central role in 
Scotland’s green recovery. This involves two things:  
 
• Delivering Green and Blue Infrastructure at scale across Scotland. The recent Infrastructure 

Commission for Scotland report outlines Scotland’s infrastructure priorities and recognises the 
importance of Scotland’s natural assets such as parks, forests, lochs and seas8. Green and Blue 
Infrastructure would include delivering Scotland’s Nature Network, and large-scale Nature Based 
Solutions, both set out in more detail below. 

 
• Ensuring that existing, traditional, infrastructure is ‘greened’. Funding support for traditional ‘grey’ 

infrastructure should be conditional on meeting environmental targets.   
 

Fully integrating green and blue infrastructure in the planning system would deliver benefits for quality of 
life and wellbeing, climate and nature. Enhancing and increasing green and blue infrastructure in and around 
Scotland’s towns and cities would improve access to nature, the lack of which disproportionately affects 
disadvantaged communities and individuals. Support for a mechanism that delivers positive effects for 
biodiversity, such as biodiversity net gain would be one way of funding and delivering this, and would be in 
line with the Infrastructure Commission for Scotland’s recommendations.    
 

 
3. Deliver a Scottish Nature Network 
 
A strategic approach is required to enable the delivery of green infrastructure, restoration of nature and the 
ecosystem services it provides. Adopting the ‘Scottish Nature Network’ as a national development within 
the forthcoming National Planning Framework 4, offers a key strategic opportunity. A nature network would 
expand, integrate and maximise the benefits, helping repair and restore Scotland’s nature across landscapes 
and across land-use sectors.  
 
This approach would also increase policy coherence and the delivery of shared ambitions across Scottish 
Government departments and programmes. For instance, a nature network would improve access to nature 
whilst simultaneously helping identify, spatially prioritise and direct investment toward land uses that are 
needed to address and adapt to climate change and deliver wider land-use benefits to businesses and 
communities. This would include identifying areas for native woodland expansion, peatland restoration, and 
natural flood management measures, benefitting local economies and the wider environment.   
 
Creating accessible, high-quality natural open spaces can also provide multiple other benefits for leisure, 
active travel and education, particularly important given outdoor education will be a much bigger part of 
learning across Scotland in future. Woodlands and forests can offer a wide range of recreational 
opportunities, from cycling, walking and running to wildlife experiences.  

Creating a more attractive, nature-rich and healthy nation would also increase revenue opportunities from 
wildlife tourism. Tourism is one of seven growth industries in Scotland, contributing more than £4 billion to 
our economy each year. Spending on nature-based tourism is estimated to contribute nearly 40% of all 
tourism spend, supporting 39,000 FTE jobs.  Although the coronavirus crisis will have severe impacts on 
some tourism, there is highly likely to be an increase in demand for staycations and visits to local high-
quality destinations, as well as outdoor activities and attractions that can more easily involve social 

distancing. 

 

 
8 https://inf rastructurecommission.scot/storage/247/FullReport_200120a.pdf  

https://infrastructurecommission.scot/storage/247/FullReport_200120a.pdf
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4. Deliver Nature-based solutions to the climate crisis, at scale  
 
The natural capacity of soils and plants to store carbon means that habitat restoration, such as protecting 
kelp forests and salt marshes, restoring peatlands and coastal habitats, expanding and regenerating native 
woodlands can provide nature-based solutions to climate change and reverse losses of biodiversity. Large-
scale nature-based solutions are also Green Infrastructure and should be considered for upfront capital 
investment as part of Scotland’s Green Recovery, to create green jobs and deliver many wider 

environmental and socio-economic benefits. 

An example of a green infrastructure project which has had wide-ranging benefits is Flows to the Future9, 
where RSPB Scotland is the lead partner. This is a large-scale peatland restoration project where carbon rich 
blanket bog habitat, damaged in previous decades by inappropriate commercial forestry, is being restored 
in the heart of the Flow Country in Sutherland. In addition to the biodiversity and carbon benefits from 
restoring peatland, there are significant economic benefits with an initial project spend of £10 million, up 
to 26 full time equivalent jobs created for the duration of the project (10.9 FTEs in future years), anticipated 
Gross Value Added being £740,000 (in year 2) and a Gross Value Added across Caithness and Sutherland 
estimated to be some £6.3 million over a 30-year period. 
 
Work by RSPB and partners has estimated that we need to spend £729 million each year for 10 years to 
meet our existing environmental land management priorities in Scotland.10 This includes spending £163 
million annually in restoring priority habitats and £47 million annually on habitat re-creation. Based on the 
Flows to the Future figures, such an investment could support 2730 FTE jobs directly in habitat restoration 
and creation in Scotland. Further jobs would be created indirectly in supplier businesses and through 
multiplier effects. Investing in natural capital in this way would have benefits for tourism and ecosystem 
service provision, as well as contributing to climate and biodiversity goals.  

 
 

5. Transform the food and farming system  

 
Scotland’s food and farming system must be transformed to work for nature, climate and people. This 

must involve reviewing and repurposing existing public expenditure on agriculture and the procurement 

of food in the public sector. Existing levels of public investment in our rural areas must be retained but 

how we spend this public money must be reshaped. Financial support to farmers and other land managers 

must be primarily directed at delivering public goods such as biodiversity, cultural landscapes, high quality 

drinking water, air and soil, a stable climate and resilience to flooding.  
 

Supporting environmental land management work in the countryside, for example restoring habitats such 

as peatland and expanding native woodlands, can maintain and help to create new jobs as well as 

enhancing natural capital and providing wider benefits, including the tourism sector.   
 

Public spend must also help rural businesses to adapt, diversify and develop new income streams. 

Research, advice and training are all necessary to support farm and other rural business development and 

to adopt more sustainable methods of production and should be funded through the public purse. For 

example, more farmers could be encouraged and supported through grants, advice and training to process 

and market the food they produce and sell direct to consumers in order to add value. Support to 

encourage producer groups or co-operatives flourish is also required. 

 

Together, these approaches would support more sustainable, localised production that will allow nature 

to thrive and create shorter supply chains, thereby strengthening food security and increasing resilience to 

future crises. Public food procurement should also be reviewed to ensure food provided in, for example, 

 
9 https://www.theflowcountry.org.uk/flows-to-the-future/ 
10 https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/Paying%20for%20public%20goods%20final%20report.pdf 

https://www.theflowcountry.org.uk/flows-to-the-future/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/Paying%20for%20public%20goods%20final%20report.pdf
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schools, hospitals and public sector workplaces is sustainably and locally sourced and helps Scotland on 

the path to becoming a Good Food Nation. 

 

5. There will be big changes in the form, nature and interactions between different institutions. 

How will the crisis change the role and relationships between the UKG/SG/LAs, business and other 

institutions? 

Nature knows no political boundaries, and neither do the environmental challenges that we face. This has 

become even more clear in the wake of this global pandemic. As we move forward, governments at all levels 

must work together across the UK, as well as the EU and internationally to address the climate and nature 

emergencies in a coordinated and coherent way.  

This includes a role for subnational governments who can be leaders in demonstrating best practice and 

trialling new and innovative policies that can then be scaled up. Scotland has already shown genuine 

leadership on some early measures to tackle climate change and, with continued successful virus suppression, 

now has an opportunity to develop this further and show global leadership on a green recovery. 

 

6. The pandemic is a shock which will provide insights and data across a range of areas 

How do we ensure that we learn from the impact of the crisis and respond accordingly? 

While the precise source of the coronavirus outbreak remains uncertain, it has highlighted the risks to human 
health of the unsustainable exploitation of nature. The current crisis has exposed the need to reset our 
relationship with the natural world and exposed the fundamental interdependence of our economy and society 
on nature.  We must make our economy more resilient to major shocks and unexpected external events – the 
policy proposals set out in our response to Question 4 are some initial suggestions on how to achieve that.  

Disruptive external events are likely to become more frequent as the effects of the nature and climate 
emergency become more apparent, so there is a clear need to plan better for risk and build more resilience into 
our economies. Resilience depends on both taking measures to reduce the risk of unexpected events occurring 
in the future, and on building a sustainable economy that is able to respond to future events – investing in, 
protecting and restoring our natural assets is central to achieving this.  

Major environmental risks, in particular, could create a highly damaging series of economic shocks - the World 
Economic Forum considers the five greatest risks to the global economy are all environmental11. There are green 
solutions to these risks that could deliver many wider socio-economic benefits and tackle inequalities. This would 
include climate mitigation and adaptation, as well as investing in natural capital which enhances resilience to 
natural hazards. It also includes improving the sustainability and resilience of the food and agricultural system, 
travel, tourism and the living and working environment. These actions will make an economy more resilient to 
future shocks and protect jobs. 

 

For any enquiries please contact: Isobel Mercer, Senior Policy Officer 

Email: isobel.mercer@rspb.org.uk Phone: 07864 802 834   

 

RSPB Scotland is part of the RSPB, the country’s largest nature conservation charity, inspiring 

everyone to give nature a home. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered 

charity: England and Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654 

 
11https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2020 

mailto:isobel.mercer@rspb.org.uk
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2020

