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Collaboration, climate 
and natural capital

Supporting decision-
making under conditions 
of uncertainty



Outline

– Research interests
– Land and power 

– Scottish land reform
– Increased engagement in land use decisions
– Challenge: Aligning national priorities and local interests

– Solution? A natural capital approach to collaborative decision-making
– Reviewing approaches
– Learning from relevant theories

– An analytical framework for evaluating place-based natural capital 
partnerships



A bit of background

Research Fellow/Lecturer in the Rural Policy 
Centre at Scotland’s Rural College 
(since 2019)

Honorary Lecturer in the School of 
Geosciences at the University of Edinburgh 
(since 2016)

https://pure.sruc.ac.uk/en/persons/jayne-glass/publications/


Research interests

social learning

participation

transdisciplinarity

conservation

game management

activism

advocacy



Current themes

1. Multi-stakeholder engagement and 
collaboration for sustainability

2. Power and social inequality in relation to 
land and asset tenure

3. Rural poverty and social exclusion (and 
the future of rural youth)

4. Place-based community activism and 
advocacy

5. Research impact



Land ownership and 
land reform

Combe, Glass and Tindley 
(2020)

Glass et al. (2013)



Concentrated and large-
scale land ownership

— c.1,125 private estates control 70% of 
privately-owned rural land 

— Increase in absentee and foreign 
ownership

— Continuity of ownership across centuries
— Concerns:

— Concentration of power
— Lack of regulation
— Impacts of rural communities
— Persistent inequalities
— Local monopolies, etc.

Glass et al. (2019)

Balmoral, Aberdeenshire

Atholl, Perthshire

Land Reform (Scotland) Acts 2003 & 2016
Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015



Changing expressions of 
‘community’ 

Scottish Government community ownership statistics 
(2020) West Harris Trust, Isle of Harris

— ‘Community’ and diversification of 
ownership at the core of Scottish land 
reform

— Increased focus on engagement, rights 
and responsibilities

— Land and a ‘just transition’ – shifting 
power relations?

— BUT large-scale private ownership 
remains dominant with strong influence 
on options for land use change

https://www.gov.scot/publications/community-ownership-scotland-2020/


Land use and climate 
change – aligning local 
and national priorities

— Net zero target by 2045
— Delivering multiple objectives 

challenging in practice
— Amplifies longstanding land use 

governance issues, particularly when 
forced to think at scale

— Competing interests with limited 
statutory tools for change

Isle of Eigg

Commitments to regional scale land 
use planning and multi-stakeholder 

partnership working



Regional Land Use 
Partnerships (RLUPs)

— Five partnership pilots
— Collaborative development of 

Regional Land Use Frameworks (by 
2023)

— Strong focus on polycentric 
governance and stakeholder 
engagement

— Required to take a natural capital 
approach to decision-making

— Delivering multiple benefits
— Minimising harmful impacts
— Increasing resilience

Cairngorms National Park

South of Scotland

Loch Lomond and 
Trossachs National Park

Highland region

North east region



A natural capital 
approach to decision-
making

“the renewable and non-renewable stocks of 
natural assets, including geology, soil, air, water and 
all living things, that combine to yield a flow of 
benefits to people” (Scottish Forum on Natural Capital)

Capitals Coalition (2016)

Gaining academic and political traction to support 
multiple stakeholders who increasingly need to 
work together to negotiate future land use 
change 

(e.g. Bateman and Mace, 2021; DEFRA, 2021)



Opportunity to harness 
additional investment

The funding gap between 
committed/planned spending and 
spending required to reach net zero 
targets and other nature-related 
outcomes

Estimated gap for each 
country

Green Finance Institute (2021) Finance Gap for Nature Report

https://www.greenfinanceinstitute.co.uk/news-and-insights/finance-gap-for-uk-nature-report/


In practice?

Learn from case studies that 
show how partnerships working 
across multiple sectors and 
landownership boundaries can 
deliver climate change targets, 
alongside other environmental 
aims such as in biodiversity and 
other ecosystem services and 
benefits to local communities, 
using a natural capital approach.

Evidence review:

— Relevant learning to support place-
based, multi-stakeholder initiatives

— Improving collaborative decision-
making

— Critique of decision-making 
frameworks, using insights from 
relevant theory

— Propose an integrated analytical 
framework to facilitate effective 
decision-making around natural capital 
under conditions of uncertainty



Natural Capital Protocol

Six features of a natural capital approach (Capitals Coalition, 2016)

1. Focusses on stocks of 
natural capital assets 

(quality and quantity) as 
well as flows of benefits

2. Incorporates both 
biotic (living) and abiotic

(non-living) natural 
resources

3. Assesses how both 
stocks and flows are likely 

to change in the future

4. Considers both 
dependencies and 

impacts of an economic 
activity on natural capital

5. Uses valuation of 
impacts and 

dependencies

6. Makes the links 
between all of the above 

to support systems-
based thinking

https://naturalcapitalcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/NCC-WhatIs-NaturalCapitalApproach-FINAL.pdf


Theoretical frameworks 
to guide complex 
natural capital decision-
making

— Stakeholder theory 
— Often overlooks 

importance of context and 
temporal issues

— Social learning and socio-
technical innovation

— Consider influences at the 
scale of social units

— Drivers of land management 
decision-making

— Influence of land 
management ‘culture’

Arnstein (1969) Reed et al. (2018)



Strengths of the Natural 
Capital Protocol

√ Improving internal decision-
making

√ Includes direct and indirect 
impacts of (and dependencies 
on) natural capital

√ Practical, straightforward guidance
√ Recommends a range of monetary and 

non-monetary methods (including 
deliberative approaches)



Weaknesses of the 
Natural Capital Protocol

X Does not recommend specific 
tools or methods

X Moral or value judgements are 
outside its scope

X Influential stakeholders are prioritised 
over vulnerable or hard-to-reach groups

X Limited guidance on stakeholder 
engagement



Implications of our 
critique

― Significant lack of attention paid to 
stakeholder engagement

― Current guidance should be 
supplemented with more on:
― Representation of needs and 

interests
― Empowering disempowered groups
― Facilitating effective deliberation and 

social learning
― Processes for understanding values 

and beliefs
― Creation of safe spaces
― Management of post-process 

engagement



Other natural capital 
approaches that 
support decision-
making

i. Valuation and accounting at regional and 
landscape levels

ii. Market-based approaches

Highlights:
— Need for analytic capability
— Limited evidence of direct impacts on 

land use outcomes
— Can encourage collaboration and 

knowledge sharing
— Considerable scope for influencing social 

learning
— Impacts of market creation



Integrated analytical 
framework



Application

Partnership

Natural Capital Investment Areas

— Evaluating case studies 
against the framework



South Downs National 
Park Natural Capital 
Investment Areas



Some conclusions

— Importance of stakeholder engagement 
in decision-making frameworks for 
place-based initiatives working with 
natural capital

— Integrated framework that can be used 
by RLUPs and other land-based 
initiatives to guide effective decision-
making

— Place-based approaches that integrate 
multiple services and buyers offer 
scope for avoiding policy conflicts and 
trade-offs between different 
ecosystem services and natural capital 
stocks by accounting for local contexts 

— Increasingly important in wake of 
increase in private land acquisitions for 
natural capital investment



jayne.glass@geo.uu.se

Twitter: @drjayneglass @RuralPolicySRUC 

Thank you
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