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WEST LOTHIAN NATURE NETWORK METHODOLOGY  

Part 1 - Introduction 
 

1.1 Scotland's Nature Networks are part of a strategic effort to protect, enhance, and 
connect natural habitats, helping to combat biodiversity loss and adapt to climate 
change. These networks are being developed within a broader policy framework that 
aligns with national and international commitments to environmental protection and 
sustainability.  
 

1.2 Scotland’s Nature Networks represent an ambitious and forward-thinking approach, 
integrating biodiversity recovery into land-use planning and climate action policies. This 
initiative not only aligns with Scotland’s environmental commitments but also 
underscores its leadership in tackling ecological challenges. 

 
National Context 
 

1.3 The Scottish Biodiversity Strategy (SBS) to 2045 outlines Scotland’s long-term vision for 
biodiversity, aiming for nature to be restored, thriving, and benefiting all by 2045. 
Nature Networks are a critical delivery mechanism to ensure habitat connectivity, 
enabling species to move, adapt, and thrive.  
 

1.4 Nature Networks will be developed in conjunction with 30 by 30, a key component to 
the delivery of the SBS, which states that at least 30% of land and sea in Scotland should 
be protected for nature by 2030. 
 

1.5 Published in February 2023, National Planning Framework 4 (NPF4) is a key approach to 
ensure positive effect for biodiversity and incorporates the concept of Nature Networks 
within Scotland’s spatial planning policy. It mandates the integration of Nature 
Networks into local development plans to ensure biodiversity is embedded in land-use 
planning. It emphasises multifunctional benefits, including biodiversity recovery, 
climate adaptation, and community well-being. 

 
1.6 The Climate Change (Scotland) Act 2009 sets out that Nature Networks contribute by 

providing ecosystem services such as carbon sequestration and flood mitigation. 
Scotland’s Environmental Strategy aims for a net-zero and climate-resilient Scotland 
with flourishing biodiversity and recognises Nature Networks as vital for creating 
interconnected habitats to support ecological health. 

Regional and Local Implementation 

1.7 Local authorities are responsible for embedding Nature Networks into Local 
Development Plan’s (LDPs) under NPF4 requirements, ensuring alignment with regional 
needs and priorities. LDPs should promote nature recovery and restoration across the 
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LDP area. Making sure connections are strengthened and created where needed, 
supporting improved ecological connectivity. River Basin Management Plans should be 
integrated into the development of Nature Networks to align water management with 
biodiversity goals. 

What is a Nature Network? 

1.8 NatureScot’s Framework for Nature Networks in Scotland defines a Nature Network as 
“connecting together nature-rich sites, including restoration areas and other 
environmental projects, through a series of areas of suitable habitat, habitat corridors, 
and stepping-stones.” The primary purpose being for connectivity to achieve fully 
functioning and healthy ecosystems. 
 

1.9 West Lothian’s Nature Network will be spatially defined with the most important areas 
for biodiversity being connected together. It will include all sites that are contributing 
towards 30 by 30. This can be delivered through either physically connected ecological 
corridors or where this is not possible, through ‘stepping stones’ of suitable habitat. 

 
1.10 The key benefits of Nature Networks are: 

 
• Biodiversity Recovery: Reconnect fragmented habitats to allow species to move and 

thrive. 
• Climate Resilience: Provide natural buffers against climate impacts, such as flooding 

and heatwaves. 
• Community Well-being: Offer green spaces that enhance physical and mental 

health. 
• Economic Opportunities: Support sustainable tourism and land management. 

 

 Part 2 - West Lothians Approach to the Nature Network 

2.1 West Lothian Councils approach to the Nature Network is to outline our existing 
network by identifying areas that have biodiversity value. West Lothian Council will then 
explore opportunities for improving functionally connectivity between these areas, 
creating our network. 

 Existing Network 

2.2 The preparation of West Lothians Nature Network began in 2023 by collating existing 
data sets. Table 1 outlines the datasets utilised. 
 
• The Strategic Significance Map (2.6.8) produced by WSP as part of the Local 

Biodiversity Action Plan gave us a broad outline of West Lothian’s Nature Network, 
and uses many of the same layers as listed in table 1 (see map 1).  

https://www.westlothian.gov.uk/media/60085/West-Lothian-Baseline-Biodiversity-Report-2023/pdf/West_Lothian_Baseline_Biodiversity_Report_2023_FINAL_compressed.pdf?m=1707135746970
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• Designated sites were used to create ‘nodes’ or core areas needing to be linked (see 
map 2). 

o Although all these sites have been identified as being of value through 
designation assessments, it is recognised that they will not be of equal value 
but this will not be interrogated as part of this exercise. 

 
• Other semi-natural sites were added to the network where they are known to have 

value due to the nature of the habitats or species found on these sites, but are 
currently undesignated.  
 

• Peatland sites were also included. Although these sites vary massively in their 
ecological condition, they have value in the extent and/or depth of peat (see map 
3). Due to its complex nature, peatland is an irreplaceable habitat and cannot be 
created, making vitally important that we conserve and restore peatland habitats.  

 

Table 1: Existing datasets 

 

  

Datasets Source 
Country Park NatureScot 
NNR NatureScot 
Ramsar NatureScot 
Regional Park NatureScot 
SAC NatureScot 
SPA NatureScot 
SSSI NatureScot 
AWI Scottish Forestry 
LBS TWIC 
LGS TWIC 
LNR West Lothian Council 
Biodiversity Baseline maps produced for the 
LBAP 

West Lothian Council 

Buglife B-lines West Lothian Council 
Peatland sites (peat depth dataset)  West Lothian Council 
Semi-natural sites WLC owned and managed West Lothian Council 
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Map 1: Strategic significance map 

 

Map 2: WL designated sites 
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Map 3: WL bog habitats 

 

 

Opportunities mapping 

2.3 West Lothian Council’s existing network is currently not functionally connected 
throughout, therefore opportunities are being sought to join these areas up. Wherever 
possible, the intention is to have a functionally connected network. To be considered as 
functionally connected, two adjacent habitats should fall within a specified dispersal 
distance allowing species to move between these habitats. 
 
1. In the first instance West Lothian Council will use habitat dispersal rates to highlight 

opportunities but will also explore fauna porosity between sites as part of the 
development of the Nature Network using the AECOM Nature Networks tool. 
Porosity of specific key species in West Lothian will also be considered. 

2. Dispersal distance and permeability from the existing core areas based on dispersal 
rates, based on the Central Scotland Green Network habitat connectivity map (table 
2), will be overlaid onto the datasets below (table 3) to identify potential 
connections (see map 4). 

 
 
 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/central-scotland-green-network-csgn-habitat-connectivity-map-guides
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Table 2: Dispersal rate buffers 

 
Table 3: Opportunity datasets 

Datasets Source 
Gardens and Designed Landscapes HES 
CSGN habitat data (plus opportunities) NatureScot 
National Forest inventory Scottish Forestry 
Native Woodland Survey Scottish Forestry 
Scottish Wetland Inventory SEPA 
Riparian corridor opportunities SEPA 
WLC openspace sites and other openspace West Lothian Council 
WLC treeplotter/woodland datasets West Lothian Council  

 

 

 

2.4 Dispersal rates will also allow us to identify ‘gaps’ in the network, helping to select sites 
that could be important links in the future. A similar approach was taken by CSGN in the 

Habitat Maximum dispersal distance 
(m) 

Quarter point of dispersal 
distance (m) 

Woodland 500 125 
Neutral Grassland 300 75 
Wetland 150 37.5 
Bog and Heath 500 125 



   8 
 
 

production of their 2021 Habitat Connectivity Map. However, habitat mapping carried 
out as part of the LBAP update in 2023 has resulted in a more accurate picture of the 
habitats that currently exist, making it easier to identify opportunities for habitat 
creation, restoration or expansion. 

Purpose of the dispersal rate buffer 

2.5 Having a buffer will help ease pressure on the core network and signifies where low 
intensity land use is preferable. Development in these areas can provide opportunities 
for strengthening the Nature Network through the formation of high-quality open space 
or restoration of existing habitats. However, the affect that development will have on 
the network needs to be a key consideration and protection, enhancement and 
expansion of the network should be prioritised on these sites.  
 

2.6 Further investigation of the network will be required to help minimise/overcome the 
barriers within West Lothian, which are present in the form of linear infrastructure and 
natural geo/hydro morphology. The Nature Network, however, will highlight key areas 
where action is required to create new connections across this infrastructure. 

 

Part 3 - Use of the Nature Network map 

3.1 Although West Lothian Council can say with some confidence that the existing network 
is providing benefit and value to nature, the ‘opportunities’ part of the Nature Network 
shows areas that have the potential to deliver the most effective connections. Further 
investigation will be needed to determine the current status of these 
habitats/connection points and to make sure areas identified are viable and 
appropriate. 
 

3.2 The Nature Network will also help identify areas needing additional protection through 
the increase in 30x30 areas as well as working as a prompt for further discussion and 
investigation. 

 
3.3 The Nature Network is not intended to be static but will evolve overtime, making it 

resilient and adaptable. It will be integral that the ‘nodes’ are protected, enhanced and 
restored as the backbone of our Nature Network. 

 
3.4 Through the West Lothian Biodiversity Action Plan, the ecological matrix surrounding 

the mapped Network is planned to be enhanced over the next 10 years. Therefore, it is 
expected that the network will grow as more data becomes available and as sites 
develop, but it is also anticipated that some connections or sites could be lost as well as 
new connections made. 

 
3.5 West Lothian Council will only be able to take the development of the Nature Network 

so far. It is crucial that there is buy in from local people, land owners/managers and 
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communities to ensure the continued growth and success of West Lothians Nature 
Network.  

 

Partnerships 

3.6 West Lothian Council will need to collaborate with the following key partners in 
developing the nature network: 
 
• NatureScot who will play a key role in providing guidance, funding, and coordination 
• landowners, local communities, and conservation organisations to ensure 

grassroots support and implementation. 
• Partnership working with neighbouring local authorities to ensure that the West 

Lothian Nature Network will connect with other areas, feeding into the wider 
national network 

 


