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Background

The fourth River Basin Management Planning (RBMP) cycle provides an opportunity to embed a natural capital
approach as a common framework linking water, climate, biodiversity, health and wellbeing, planning, and land
use policy. Catchments provide the right spatial scale to understand environmental pressures, linkages between
terrestrial and freshwater environments, and to identify risks, opportunities and beneficiaries of ecosystem
services. With increasing pressures on land and water resources and limited public funding, joined-up thinking
is essential to drive investment choices that ensure public expenditure generates multiple returns and to create
opportunities for private investment in nature. By tailoring a natural capital approach within catchments, there
is an opportunity to leverage existing opportunities and actions to enhance benefits for the water environment.

A natural capital approach strengthens the evidence base for investing in actions that protect, enhance and restore
natural assets, including sustainable agriculture, flood risk management, peatland restoration and woodland
creation, which all benefit the water environment. Applying a natural capital approach within RBMP will help
align decision-making, investment and action across sectors, supporting activities that not only improve the
water environment, but also deliver multiple benefits and contribute to broader national targets and strategies,

including for climate resilience and biodiversity.

Recommendations

Strategic priorities for embedding a natural capital approach within RBMP

Strategically align policy and funding

decisions.

Ensure climate, nature, health and

wellbeing, planning and sustainable
land use policies recognise and account
for natural assets and the benefits they

provide for the water environment.

Better alignment and integration across

these areas will help deliver more
targeted and effective outcomes.

Strengthen evidence and integrated

modelling.

Improve understanding of how

/II different NbS impact the water

environment and wider ecosystem

services. Modelling to account for
trade-offs, synergies and climate
change to inform more robust
decisions, reduce unintended
consequences and build climate

resilience.

Unlock private investment.
Private investment is needed to close

the funding gap for nature restoration.
Credible blended finance models can
attract investment where barriers to

market participation are addressed
and high-integrity mechanisms are
developed to drive demand.

i

Adopt a whole catchment-scale
approach to RBMP.

Catchments provide an appropriate
scale for decision-making both
ecologically and for coordinating
action across policy areas. Managing
land and water at this scale enables
cumulative pressures and interactions
to be understood and strategically
addressed.

Develop an integrated monitoring
framework.

Establish an integrated monitoring

and evaluation framework that

aligns metrics with RBMP priorities
and reflects underlying ecosystem
functions. Consistent, transparent

and quantifiable metrics will build
confidence among regulators, investors
and delivery partners.

Support practical delivery.

Share learnings, develop clear guidance
and build capability to translate
strategy into effective catchment-scale
action. To facilitate delivery, collate
existing data and tools. Strengthening
capacity on the ground is essential to
embed a natural capital approach in
catchment management.



Summary

Scotland’s societal and economic wellbeing depends
on healthy, functioning natural capital assets including
rivers, soils, wetlands and biodiversity. These assets
provide a flow of benefits such as clean water, flood
regulation, health and wellbeing and climate resilience.
With Scotland’s natural resources under increasing
pressure from climate change, land use change and
development there is a need to protect, restore and
enhance our natural capital to safeguard the benefits
they provide. River Basin Management Planning (RBMP),
an established framework to addresses and alleviate
pressures on the water environment, offers a clear
opportunity to apply a natural capital approach ensuring
Scotland’s natural assets and the benefits they provide
are properly recognised and accounted for in decision-
making.

The stocks and flows of ecosystem services are strongly
impacted by a catchment’s natural assets. Nature-
based Solutions (NbS) targeted to enhance and restore
these assets can deliver multiple benefits to the water
environment and beyond. Building the evidence on the
benefits that NbS provide to society is key to unlocking
the private investment needed to close the funding gap
for nature restoration.

Research Undertaken

RBMP is entering its fourth cycle, providing a timely
policy window to adopt a more holistic natural capital
approach to catchment management. Through a shared
framework, a natural capital approach to RBMP will
promote joined-up delivery across policy areas.

A natural capital approach to RBMP offers
a powerful mechanism to foster alignment
across policy areas, helping meet the Scottish
Government’s ambitions for water, biodiversity,
climate resilience, public health, net zero and
sustainable land use.

Nature-based solutions (NbS) are actions to
protect, sustainably manage and restore natural
and managed ecosystems, targeted to address
societal challenges whilst providing well-being and
biodiversity benefits.

( Ecosystem service assessment )

Collate evidence on the ecosystem services that
Scotland’s water environment provides to nature,
climate adaptation, public health, net zero and agriculture.

( Semi-systematic review )

Collate evidence on ecosystem services that

Scotland’s water environment provides to nature,

climate adaptation, public health, net zero
and agriculture.

Identify what natural assets have the most

significant influence on the condition of the water
environment, as measured through the RBMP.

( Data and tools ) (

Valuation evidence

)( Natural capital market review )

Identify data and tools capturing the
extent, condition, and opportunities for
NbS to improve natural assets. Including
their status, access, cost of use, licensing

constraints.

Synthesise evidence on the costs and
potential benefits of investing in NbS
to protect, enhance and restore
these natural assets.

Identify the extent that current natural
capital investment opportunities
take account of the benefits to
the water environment.

Evidence synthesis

Logic models demonstrating the links
between natural assets, the water
environment and ecosystem services.

Recommendations for adopting a natural

capital approach to RBMP, future research into
natural assets and NbS and practical guidance

to underpin adoption.




Key findings

Approximately 70% of ecosystem services are
underpinned by a healthy, well-functioning, water
environment, highlighting its crucial role in providing
us with a wide range of benefits including fresh water,
food, recreation, biodiversity, flood protection, climate
resilience, water flow regulation and water purification.
Key Scottish industries strongly rely on ecosystem
services that the water environment provides including
agriculture, fisheries, forestry, water and sewage, spirits
and malting and tourism (Scottish Government 2025a).

We found clear linkages between the natural assets
within a catchment, the water environment and the
ecosystem services it provides. The extent, type, location,
management and condition of these assets all impact on
the stocks and flows of these ecosystem services. Many
NbS targeted to protect, enhance and restore these
assets (e.g. restoration of native woodlands, wetland
creation and establishment of buffer strips) provide
a wide range of benefits extending beyond the water
environment. Benefits to the water environment for
other NbS (e.g. lowland grazing management, hedgerow
creation, control of invasive non-native species, and
reduction in upland grazing pressure) were less strongly
evidenced at the catchment scale, providing scope for
future research.

While the evidence base for valuing NbS continues to
grow, values for some services are lacking (particularly
regulatory services) and many valuations are English
focused and context-dependent. Targeted, place-based
assessment is therefore essential to optimise the
outcomes of NbS and identify clear routes to investment
from emerging market mechanisms.

Funding for NbS may be supported by a range of
existing and emerging market-based mechanisms
within Scotland, including voluntary carbon and nature
markets, as well as other market-based mechanisms
that deliver bespoke outcomes to beneficiaries. There
is value in engaging with market developers to promote
the inclusion of water metrics and outcomes within
developing codes and standards and other market-
based mechanisms in Scotland. Additionally, engaging
across sectors will ensure policies and strategies
prioritise water outcomes and create the right economic
incentives to drive market participation.

Within the next RBMP cycle, it would be useful to develop
an integrated monitoring and evaluation framework
to better communicate water-related outcomes and,
where possible, align what is measured under RBMP and
WFD monitoring with other programmes (e.g., protected

areas monitoring) and emerging natural capital market
mechanisms.

Our findings demonstrate that a catchment-scale
natural capital approach can help prioritise on-the-
ground action to ensure that NbS are designed,
spatially targeted and managed to improve the water
environment and provide multiple benefits (i.e. the
best NbS in the best place). RBMP’s catchment-based
approach provides a strategic scale that aligns well with
both water quality goals and emerging natural capital
markets. Early engagement with both the supply (land
managers) and demand (buyers, beneficiaries) side to
co-design interventions will build trust and ensure that
interventions are investible and socially, economically
and environmentally sustainable.

Conclusions

Scotland’s societal, environmental and economic
wellbeing relies strongly on the ecosystem services
provided by the water environment, with RBMP playing a
central role in strategic planning to protect and enhance
these services. The fourth RBMP cycle provides a timely
window to bring water management, sustainable
land use, planning, nature recovery, public health and
wellbeing and climate policies into closer alignment
through a natural capital approach. By integrating a
natural capital approach, RBMP can better articulate
how natural assets within the wider catchment influence
water outcomes and identify where investment in NbS
will deliver the greatest benefits.

At a catchment-scale, this type of approach could
support strategic mobilisation of private finance for
nature restoration whilst aligning decision-making,
investment and action across policy areas, increasing
the visibility of water-related benefits and reinforcing
the cross-sectoral relevance of RBMP. For example, by
aligning the interests of beneficiaries with delivery of
ecosystem services, including businesses looking to
reduce risks, operational costs or impacts, insurance
companies looking to reduce flood risks, or corporations
seeking to build resilience within their supply chain.
To build confidence and improve transparency, robust
monitoring, high integrity markets and early stakeholder
engagement are essential to create investible project
pipelines (Scottish Government 2024).
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