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Dear Graeme, 
 
Scrutiny of the Scottish Government’s Draft Budget 2017-18 
 
Thank you for your letter of 8th February relating to the Committee’s scrutiny of the Draft 
Budget 2017-18.  The Committee’s report asks for further detail on the impact of the £1.97m 
reduction in SNH’s budget.  I welcome the opportunity to clarify this with the Committee, 
recognising that SNH’s evidence to the Committee in November 2016 was provided in 
advance of the Draft Budget for 2017/18 being announced on 15th December. 
 
It is important to acknowledge the broader scale of investment in the natural heritage, which 
SNH can influence and directly support through our work with a wide range of partners, 
beyond our own budget. For example: 
 

 Additional £8.0m funding allocated directly to SNH to support the restoration of a 
further 10,000ha of peatlands in 2017/18.  This funding continues the Peatland Action 
initiative which we have been leading and coordinating over the past couple of years, 
delivering priority outcomes for both climate change and biodiversity.  

 £2.4m for projects aimed at addressing inequalities in some of our most deprived 
communities through our lead partner role in the ERDF Green Infrastructure 
intervention.  Part of wider investment of £37m. 

 SRDP - £350m investment through AECS (2015/20) 
 
Within this broader setting, the SNH draft budget is summarised in Table 1 below.  The 
£1.97m (4.1%) headline budget reduction from 2016/17 includes a £0.300m increase in our 
capital budget.  Therefore the impact on SNH’s operating budgets is a £2.270m (5%) 
reduction. 
 

Table 1 2016/17 
Draft Budget 

2017/18 
Draft Budget 

Change (£) Change (%) 

Total £48.397m £46.427m -£1.970m -4.1% 

Non- 
cash 

£1.800m £ 1.800m £0 0% 

Capital  £1.200m £ 1.500m +£0.300m +25% 

Operating £45.397m £43.127m -£ 2.270m - 5% 

 
In response to the reductions to our budget for 2017/18 we continue to be proactive in 
securing efficiencies through a planned approach. 
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We have delivered efficiency savings averaging over £2.5m year on year, focussing on 
improvements in our internal processes, in particular relating to our licencing, grant and 
corporate functions.  This has enabled us to absorb inflationary rises in energy and other 
facilities costs and still reduce our running costs by 16.5% in cash terms (29% in real terms).  
 
We have also reduced staff numbers by over 20% (158 FTE) over the same period.  In the 
past year alone we have reduced our staff complement by 4%.  Through the introduction of 
stringent vacancy controls and management we have offset increased cost pressures such 
as increases in employer NI and pension contributions and cost of living increases and 
reduced staff costs by 13.7% in cash terms (26.5% in real terms). 
 
In addition, we have sought to diversify our funding base, most notably through shared 
services, including co-locations, and by attracting EU and other external funding for specific 
priority areas of work.  We have more than doubled funding from these streams over the 
period, and by 2015/16 (the last full year data available) attracted in the region of £1.7m 
additional cash per annum. 
 
We will continue to seek efficiencies and innovative, alternative approaches to maximise the 
funding we can invest in natural heritage outcomes, and to deliver more benefits for people. 
 
Nevertheless, the decrease in our available budget will have implications for delivery in 
2017/18. Our spending review submission to the Scottish Government highlighted the main 
areas that this would impact and these have formed the basis of our planning assumptions 
for 2017/18. Any final decision on areas of work to de-prioritise is subject to agreement with 
our Cabinet Secretary. 
 
Operating Budget 
The £2.270m reduction in our operating budget will have the following implications: 
 

1. We will reduce our staff numbers by a further 5%, delivering a £0.850m 
reduction in paybill costs  

2. We will reduce our project spend by £1.420m 
 
The £0.850m reduction in the paybill budget will have impacts across a range of our work.  It 
equates to a reduction of approximately 6,700 days of staff time.  To reflect this, we are 
currently planning on the basis of capacity being reduced in the following areas of work: 
 

 SRDP (reflecting anticipated improvements in central processes) 

 Increasing Participation 

 Managing National Nature Reserves 

 Wildlife Management (excluding deer) 

 Planning & Development (reflecting impact of casework process improvements) 

 Natural Resource Management 

 Asset & People Management (reflecting improved processes and reductions in 
property and staff) 

 Business processes (reflecting improvements in our planning and reporting 
processes and a move away from print based media towards digital content) 

 
Reflecting priorities, staff resources will however be maintained or increased in the following 
areas of work: 

 Biodiversity Monitoring (including meeting our ‘Article 17’ reporting obligations under 
the Habitats Directive and our leadership role in relation to the Scottish Biodiversity 
Strategy and RouteMap) 

 Marine Management 

 Protected Areas (delivering statutory responsibilities) 

 Creating Better Places 

 Information Management 
 



The £1.420m reduction in the projects budget will be achieved through reductions in spend in 
the following areas of work: 
 

 Creating better places (c£200k) 

 Conclusion of Freshwater Pearl LIFE+ project (c£400k) 

 Wildlife Management (c£300k) 

 Planning and Development (c£100k) 

 Natural Resource Management (c£120k) 

 Asset Management, Information Management (reductions following completion of 
Business Intelligence tool), Corporate Governance (including print media reductions) 
(c£300k) 

 
It will be noted that some of these changes involve a rebalancing between project spend and 
the use of staff time. 
 
These reductions will have the following impacts: 

 A scaled back approach to the Delivering Favourable Condition (DFC) target and 
taking a more risk based approach to site monitoring.  
 

 We will increasingly focus our grant spend on investing only in priority outcomes, 
meaning that there will be reduced funding available for projects that do not align with 
agreed priorities. There are implications for the community and voluntary sector. 

 

 Promotional work to increase participation, including promotion of the Scottish 
Outdoor Access Code, will be targeted at improving health outcomes, especially in 
our most deprived communities. Any further requirement to reduce expenditure in this 
area will be made by re-phasing delivery of the National Walking and Cycling 
Network.  

 

 We will have to apply a tighter focus for species management projects. Projects 
currently identified as actions in the SBS RouteMap will be protected and prioritised 
within the available budget. These include major projects tackling INNS where 
sufficient partnership and external funding is available to enable us to fulfil our lead 
role. 

 

 We will continue to provide support for Deer Management Groups’ effective 
implementation of their plans and for the management of lowland deer. However, 
pressures on species management funding will affect our capacity to work with 
partners and stakeholders to help resolve conflict over wildlife management issues 
more widely. 

 

 We will make savings on property and infrastructure. We will have little flexibility for 
spend to save projects other than the limited number eligible for capital funding.  

 
Capital Budget 
We welcome the increase of £0.300m in our capital budget.  Given the nature of our remit, 
projects which can utilise capital funding are fairly narrow in scope, and are dominated by 
property and Information Technology projects.  
 
We intend to deploy our capital funding on spend to save projects where possible, in order to 
reduce running costs in future years, and to invest in upgrading the underlying information 
architecture which supports the evidence base behind our work. 
 
Conclusion 
In concluding, I would like to highlight the areas of work that we will prioritise in 2017/18, as 
we continue to invest in Scotland’s natural assets and deliver a wide range of benefits for the 
people. Our priorities will be: 
 



 Leading the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy (SBS Priority projects, Deer, Marine 
Protected Areas, protected sites where most needed) 

 Addressing Climate Change (Peatland Action, NWCN) 

 Promoting sustainable economic growth (planning & development advice & 
regulation, SRDP) 

 Improving health and addressing inequalities (Green Infrastructure, Natural Health 
Service, community empowerment, outdoor learning) 

 Delivering a high quality public service (asset & information management) 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
Ian Jardine 
Chief Executive 
 
Cc: Cabinet Secretary for Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform 
  
 
 


