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Key messages: 

 A symposium and field visit was held to share knowledge and experience of upscaling peatland and 
river-related restoration as Nature-based Solutions.  

 Nature based Solutions (NbS) are “actions aimed at protecting, conserving, restoring, and sustainably 
managing natural or modified terrestrial, freshwater, coastal, and marine ecosystems, which address 
social, economic and environmental challenges effectively and adaptively, while simultaneously 
providing human well-being, ecosystem services, resilience and biodiversity benefits” (United Nations 
Environment Programme, 2025)1. 

 Communication about NbS must always be targeted for the intended purpose – whether for different 
stakeholder groups, different NbS measures, or different objectives. 

 Further consideration of how to define and measure the values and benefits from NbS for land 
management or wider society is needed. This must include recognition of non-monetary benefits. 

 Larger scale NbS initiatives may be more effective for increasing stakeholder support, attracting 
investment, and enabling knowledge sharing, as well as addressing climate and biodiversity challenges. 

 There is a need to harness grassroots community interest to increase wider societal support for NbS. 
 Planning and policy instruments must be used to encourage nature restoration and NbS when possible. 
 The use of ‘blended finance’ – using public funding to leverage private investment can be particularly 

effective for the financing of nature restoration projects. 
 There are two main incentives for private investment in NbS – a cost-benefit approach, and a revenue-

based approach. There has been an increased interest in the cost-benefit approach as businesses 
recognise the increased threats posed by extreme weather events and climate change. 

 It is important that businesses feel that costs are being shared fairly – blended finance and larger 
scale projects with multiple funders can help with this. 

 There is a need to increase investor confidence in NbS because it requires a long-term commitment. 
 Relatedly, there is a need for policy stability to improve confidence for investors and land managers. 
 Agricultural support payments must reward environmental benefits, and perverse incentives must be 

removed. 
 The diversity of land managers’ motivations to implement NbS must be recognised. 
 Funding must enable long-term collaboration, creating networks and allowing interaction between 

initiatives. 

 

  

 
1 United Nations Environment Programme. (2025). Nature-based solutions. Retrieved from 
https://www.unepfi.org/nature/nature/nature-based-solutions/ 
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Introduction: 

A symposium and field visit, held on 26th September 2025, was attended by around 30 participants 
coming from Scottish Government, Agencies, Non-Government Organisations and Academia. The 
symposium provided an opportunity to explore the progress of restoration work in the Forth Catchment, 
to discuss opportunities and challenges for upscaling peatland and river-related restoration using a 
Nature-based Solutions philosophy. It allowed for a structured discussion of key issues of policy 
alignment, blending funding and finance, and coordinating upscaling. 

The day began with a field visit to the Allan Water – near Blackford, Perthshire – to see instream and 
floodplain reconnection measures and learn about the monitoring process. Afterwards, participants 
returned to Edinburgh for presentations (see Annex for slides) on: 

 The MERLIN project 

 Lessons for upscaling from the Regional Scalability Plan 

 Public funding for the environment 

 Insights for enrolling private sector funding based on MERLIN 

 Agricultural policy as a challenge and as an enabler 

 

Following these presentations, breakout discussions were facilitated to allow participants to share their 
experiences and expertise. Participants moved around a ‘carousel’ to ensure that they each got a chance 
to discuss: 

 Upscaling: from projects to mainstream 

 Funding and financing restoration 

 Land use and agricultural policy to support restoration 

 

The event allowed experts on freshwater (river and peatlands) restoration and Nature-based solutions 
(NbS) to share knowledge about the ways in which we can transform individual projects and site 
interventions to a more strategic approach to delivering benefits for both nature and people. The 
discussions were not limited to the MERLIN interventions but allowed people to share experiences from 
across Scotland. Please note the following points are not attributed to a specific participant or author and 
do not suggest a consensus among the participants. Participants were given the opportunity to comment 
on the report before it was finalised and shared publicly.  

 

Resources 

MERLIN Project  

Freshwater blog: how do ecosystem restoration and nature-based solutions differ. and why does it 
matter?  
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Field Visit: Restoration measures along the Allan Water 

Much of the restoration work at Allan Water is focussed on re-naturalising the river, which was heavily 
modified by straightening the river channel to make building the railway line easier in the 1800s. The Forth 
Rivers Trust (FRT) have been working to restore the river to a more natural state, with the aim of 
increasing biodiversity, stabilising the riverbanks, and reducing the risk of flooding downstream. This work 
has included: 

 Installing large woody structures in the channel to encourage sinuosity and create instream 
habitat. These have been used to encourage movement of the channel and provide more 
diverse instream habitat structure – supporting Invertebrates, fish, otters and birds  

 Riparian planting of over 2000 broadleaf trees to stabilise the riverbanks and provide riparian 
habitats and shading. However, without grazing control it is hard to get the trees established, 
so FRT has carried out yearly maintenance with volunteers to increase tree survival rate.  

 Reconnecting the river to its floodplain by creating three linear scrapes in an area where the 
embankment was naturally low to allow the river to spill out onto the floodplain when 
discharge is high. This will boost wetlands locally and will increase storage of water – thereby 
reducing the risk of flooding downstream. 

There is also peatland restoration work in the upper catchment, but this was not discussed as part of the 
field visit.  

Resources 

MERLIN Case-Study portal  

 

Field Visit: Monitoring outcomes of measures within the Allan Water 

There was no baseline data available for the restoration site, so the partners have used an upstream 
control site to enable monitoring of progress from the river restoration work. UKCEH and FRT have used a 
suite of indicators, which were part of the monitoring framework developed by the MERLIN team, to 
match the sustainability objectives of the European Green Deal. Many of the broader indicators have 
shown little change from the control site, and it has been recognised that some of the observed variations 
between the intervention and control sites might be a result of seasonal and interannual variations. It has 
been acknowledged that the monitoring has covered early stages post restoration and more time is 
required to assess the effects of the restoration measures, especially responses of biota to changes in the 
habitat. In conjunction with MERLIN, BEPREP (a sister EU Project) have also undertaken pathogen and 
vector sampling, which is currently being analysed and will form a part of a pan-EU database on the 
effects of rewetting landscapes on biodiversity vector / pathogen pathways.  

 

FRT and UKCEH staff discussed how important long-term monitoring can be for funding of their 
restoration work, particularly as it may take many years for the full outcomes of interventions to be 
observed. Not only do many funders increasingly require monitoring, but it provides the FRT with evidence 
of their successes when applying for future funding. New technologies are providing new ways of 
monitoring change: for example, drone footage can be an inexpensive way to capture morphological 
change over time, and Q-LIDAR remote sensing data can be used to provide highly accurate baseline data. 
Feeding these data into long term data sets that help illustrate change is also important for upscaling 
nature-based solutions. 

 

Resources 

MERLIN deliverable D1.6 Manuscript and policy briefing evaluating success of large landscape-scale 
restoration 

Forth Case study from BEPREP Project  
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Symposium Discussion: Upscaling: from Sites to Landscapes 

A significant challenge for bringing NbS into the mainstream is that many stakeholders currently have 
limited knowledge of what NbS are, and what the benefits of NbS might be for them.  To overcome this, 
participants discussed several strategies for improving stakeholder support. Firstly, the language used 
when explaining NbS should be clearer and assume less prior knowledge, to make information about NbS 
more accessible to non-technical audiences. Concrete examples should be used to demonstrate methods 
whenever possible, as this can make NbS more relatable. Following on from this, there was a discussion 
about the fact that some of the benefits of NbS may be somewhat intangible and/or not relevant to some 
stakeholders - therefore communication must be better targeted to specific audiences to ensure that the 
benefits discussed are relevant to them. For example, if speaking to farmers it might be less relevant to 
discuss the fact that NbS can have benefits for community health and wellbeing, because communities 
might not benefit if the measures are on the private land of a farm. Instead, talking about how NbS can 
improve water resilience – thereby saving the farmer money long-term (both by reducing the risk of 
flooding, and by improving water storage for use during dry periods) might be far more persuasive. Linked 
to a need for benefits to be targeted when communicating with stakeholders is a need for further 
consideration of how values and benefits are defined and measured. It is essential that non-monetary 
benefits are also recognised, and these should also be incorporated in the measurement of ecosystem 
health – for example, water bodies are currently classified according to the level of degradation, but 
adding a measurement of lost social benefits could provide additional impetus for action. 

Methods for upscaling NbS must not only be targeted to specific stakeholders, but also to the various NbS 
measures being used. For example, riparian tree planting on council owned land may require different 
upscaling processes than re-meandering river channels on privately owned farmland. 

Also, water bodies are classified by SEPA as part of River Basin Management Planning and therefore NbS 
could be targeted at the most degraded and where NbS measures could address the underlying pressures.  
This can help upscaling and prioritisation.  

Another suggestion was that large-scale NbS projects would be more effective for increasing stakeholder 
support. This is because large-scale projects might have clearer, and potentially more impressive impacts 
and benefits – thereby making them more attractive to policymakers and investors. Achieving this goal of 
having larger scale projects could be done by joining up existing initiatives.  

A deeper understanding of people’s relationships with the land and nature is required to be able to create 
support for NbS in local places – the power of people to bring about change is sometimes overlooked but 
can be a very important part of upscaling.  These grass-roots place-based projects, combined with 
societal care for nature, can provide the impetus for landscape scale initiatives.  

Finally, the planning system could be used more effectively, by using stricter regulations to ‘push’ 
stakeholders towards taking action. For example, local authorities can use planning gain to require 
developers to fund nature restoration as part of granting planning permission. 

 

Resources 

Forth Catchment Regional Scalability Plan  

 

  



  

The MERLIN project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020  

 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No 101036337. www.project-merlin.eu 

 

Symposium Discussion: Funding and Financing Restoration 

Maximising the funding and finance available for restoration is a priority for restoration organisations such 
as the FRT, but also for the Scottish Government. To do this, there is a strong focus on utilising ‘blended 
finance’ – using public funding to leverage private funding, thereby maximising the value of public 
spending. Although much of the discussion detailed below was focused on encouraging private sector 
investment into nature restoration, it is important to acknowledge the key role that public funding 
continues to play in enabling the development of many projects. The restoration work at Allan water is a 
good example of this – it has primarily been funded by grants from the Scottish Government and the 
European Commission, but more recently the project has also won grants from Network Rail and the 
Scottish and Southern Energy Network. 

In the afternoon discussion, participants discussed two overarching approaches to engaging private sector 
funding in freshwater restoration, which offer different incentives for businesses to get involved: 

A cost–benefit approach focuses on the social and economic benefits for business resulting from 
restoration. This is often linked to protecting the business from environmental risks (such as funding river 
restoration to reduce the risk of flood damage), which can have economic benefits such as increased 
operational and supply-chain resilience. Restoration can also have social benefits including fulfilling 
corporate social responsibility and improving consumer perceptions of the company.  

A revenue-based approach focuses on businesses making money directly from restoration via markets – 
especially voluntary carbon markets, as these are the most mature. This approach is particularly relevant 
to investors from the finance sector, as carbon credits can be sold to other businesses seeking to 
voluntarily offset carbon scope 1, 2 or 3 emissions.  

Participants from the private sector and from NGO’s leading restoration expressed a preference for cost-
benefits approaches to engaging the private sector. The discussion therefore orientated to exploring key 
dimensions relating to this approach.  

An important incentive identified by participants was cost sharing, which a blended finance model can 
enable. This can be further supported by working on larger scale projects that increase opportunities to 
access funding from multiple different sources. Working at larger spatial scales can also be more effective 
for meeting nature restoration goals. Participants identified several major sectors for potential private 
investment in large projects of this kind: finance, insurance, health, energy, and transport sectors. There 
were also some suggestions that businesses with a social remit, and especially publicly owned 
organisations, might be most likely to engage in NbS funding because they have a clearer public good 
remit with associated duties and targets than profit-oriented corporations. 

A central challenge for the financing of NbS discussed by participants was that the long-term nature of 
restoration work which can be off-putting to many of the stakeholders essential to the delivery of 
restoration, including landowners. Furthermore, the uncertainty around agricultural and land use policy 
can put landowners off committing to NbS in case the funding mechanisms change – for example, the 
Peatland Code requires landowners to commit to a minimum of 30 years restoration. Therefore, there is a 
political need to provide a clear direction of travel in policy, to give stakeholders the confidence to act.  

In terms of revenue-based approaches the need for long-term commitment to NbS projects is also a 
challenge for investors, because it can take a long time to deliver financial returns. A further challenge for 
investor confidence is the fact that NbS can be affected by extreme weather events. On the one hand, 
NbS measures are more easily replaced then grey infrastructure, but investors need to understand how to 
manage this risk. 

However, despite challenges associated with NbS being slow to deliver, there are advantages over 
traditional grey infrastructure solutions that typically address a problem quickly but may not be as 
adaptable to changing baselines from climate change. Understanding how to shift businesses’ thinking 
from a reactive to a more proactive/ anticipatory way of working is the key to unlock investment - a 
research gap that needs to be explored further. One suggestion for making NbS more attractive for private 
investment was creating a mechanism to reduce and standardise the costs and payments for some nature 
restoration measures – such as tree planting, which is currently very expensive. Standardising these costs 
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would simplify financial planning for private sector investors and NbS teams. Exploring how such a 
mechanism could and should work, and the wider consequences, is therefore a research gap identified 
within this discussion. 

Resources 

MERLIN deliverable D3.5 Diversifying Funding for Freshwater Restoration using Nature-Based Solutions: 
Lessons from the MERLIN project  

For more information on the uptake of carbon markets in Scotland, see p6 of Natural Capital Market 
Framework or for a deeper dive, there is a PhD Thesis on Carbon Credit Schemes and Land Ownership in 
Scotland.  

 

Symposium Discussion: Land Use and Agriculture Policy to support Restoration 
Land managers’ buy-in is essential for implementing freshwater restoration. These may be a variety of 
types including those working on land but not farmers or owners (e.g. game keepers). Participants 
recognised that many land managers are farmers, and that it is necessary to consider what business 
pressures are likely to affect their decision making. Participants suggested that larger scale farms might 
have more capacity to implement restoration measures, as they’re likely to have more extensive land and 
to take a long-term perspective. Policy interventions like sustainable land management plans for large 
estates under the Land Reform Bill2 could encourage implementation. Further support is also required to 
mitigate differences in objectives held by landowners and tenants (particularly if owners have long term 
objectives and tenants are focussed on business profitability) and more attention to the specific 
circumstances of crofters and small holders. Land prices can have a strong influence on how land (and 
water) is managed, alongside support payments. These support payments include agri-environment 
schemes and cross-conditionality (e.g. GAEC 6 on protection of wetlands and peatlands).  The proposed 
support payments using ‘enhanced conditionality’ will couple payments to most farmers with 
environmental stewardship activities (see below). 

Farmers are increasingly aware of issues of water resilience and the threats posed by flooding and 
drought, potentially making them more likely to engage in NbS to mitigate these pressures. There was 
quite a bit of discussion of where to target interventions, including whether to focus on headwaters or 
lower down the catchment, which has different outcomes but also different opportunity costs from the 
different farming systems.  It is essential that Agricultural Policy does not act as a barrier to farmers 
wanting to implement NbS; it should allow farmers to continue to receive support payments for land 
managed for environmental and climate outcomes.  There are potential policy mechanisms being 
developed to recognise and reward stewardship such as in field or edge of field measures to manage soil 
erosion and slow the flow during flood events.  Perverse incentives that continue to allow interventions 
that erode ecosystem function, such as drainage of past wetlands, should be stopped. 

As well as the need to support farmers on an individual level, participants discussed the importance of 
enabling collaboration between landowners, land managers, and other land users. Farm clusters were 
discussed as a way of sharing information and best practice, as well as the fact that farmers may be more 
likely to engage with restoration work if they can see examples from their neighbours. Farm clusters could 
also enable larger scale, joined up restoration work, which can be more effective than individual projects. 
Past approaches to agricultural support (e.g. agri-environment schemes) have been based on individual 
farmer demand and lacked a systemic ‘summit to sea’ approach. Further additional funding and 
coordination are required to support the creation of farm clusters or landscape partnerships that allow 
those affected to be involved in designing and implementing NbS; and to see how they can sustain their 
livelihoods when considering land use or land management change.  

 

 

 
2 The bill was passed on 25th November 2025 but has not yet become an Act. 
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Resources 

MERLIN Sectoral Strategy - Agriculture Sector 

MERLIN Policy Brief - Common Agricultural Policy 

 

Contact: Please contact Noah Kelly (noah.kelly@hutton.ac.uk) if you have any questions or comments 
about this report. 

 

The James Hutton Institute is supported by the Scottish Government’s Rural and Environment Science 
and Analytical Services Division (RESAS), through grant JHI-C3-1 and JHI-D2-2. 

 

Annex 

Please see the slides used at the MERLIN Day Symposium below. 

 

 








































































