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Vision for European freshwaters

These includes Scotland’s peatlands

Source: Wilkinson, M., 2024



Role sectors and other stakeholders

Industries and sectors depend a 
lot on Scotland’s natural capital

Freshwater ecosystems are part 
of this natural capital

Agriculture, fishing 
and aquaculture

Forestry and wood 
products

Water and sewage

Spirits / wine & 
beer / malt sectors

Electricity 
(renewable)

Lochhead, R (2025) Making the Case for Nature: Insights from Scotland’s 

Natural Capital Analyses

Key pressures on Scotland's water sector

DEFRA, Indpendent Water Commission. (2025, July 21). Independent Water Commission Final Report. Retrieved from 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-water-commission-review-of-the-water-sector [accessed 30 2025]



Role sectors and other stakeholders

Diverse stakeholders in Scotland’s catchments 
in terms of; 

Interests

Influence

Scale of operation

Sectoral background

Types & levels of

Need to address working in silos and synergise 
different interests
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Need to protect & restore freshwater ecosystems in more places

Including rivers, streams, peatlands and other wetlands

Upscaling nature-based solutions is essential

Solutions need to be embraced across society

But how can we work across society and economic sectors



Experience from EU Horizon 2020 MERLIN project

6

Agriculture                                  

Water Supply & 
Sanitation  

Navigation

Insurance Peat 
Extraction  

Hydropower

Mainstreaming across economic 
sectors & businesses

Peatlands 
& wetlands

Small streams
& basins

Large rivers

Mainstreaming in places
Measures informing

Strategies enabling

Duration: 2021-
2026

Budget: 21 million 
EUR (50% to new 
restoration 
measures)

48 partners from 
research, NGOs, 
Public agencies and 
industry



NbS in MERLIN - Based on the 
IUCN Global Standard & UN 
definition

integrated approaches that 
support both ecosystem 
integrity and human well-being
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Supporting transformation through strategies

TRANSFORMATION PROCESS 
DIMENSIONS: TYPES OF ACTION

linked to ecosyste
m

S
oc

io
-i

nsti
tution\al context

AN NBS VISION FOR A 
MORE DESIRABLE 
FUTURE SYSTEMlinked to ecosyst

em

S
oc

io
-i

nsti
tution\al context

CREATING ACTIONS
Developing new ways of thinking and doing and 

Accelerating their uptake

MAINTAINING ACTIONS
Building on and reconfigure 

existing system features system

DISRUPTING ACTIONS
Opposing, undermine existing system features 
that  hinder by reinforcing untenable  system 

features 

CURRENT SYSTEM: 
Undervalued and 

deteriorating 
ecosystems  

PRACTICAL

POLITICAL PERSONAL

PRACTICAL

POLITICAL PERSONAL

Carmen, E.; Ibrahim, A.; Blackstock, K.; Waylen, K., (2024) A transformations framework for 

mainstreaming a nature-based solutions approach , Nature-Based Solutions, 6, article 100199



Mainstreaming Ecological Restoration of freshwater-related ecosystems in a Landscape context: INnovation, upscaling and transformation

Co-developing Sectoral Strategies

Promote freshwater measures & 
natural capital as a business 
priority.

Build Communities of Practice to 
scale up Freshwater NbS.

Find ways to get each Sector to 
maintain, create or disrupt their 
specific sectoral practices

Provide clear, actionable pathways 
for mainstreaming NbS in each 
economic sector.

Why

What

Who

How
When

Rooted by sectoral 
current challenges



Co-development approach

Policy Interaction

2nd roundtable

Policy 
interactions
Policy analysis

2021 2022 2023 2024

Bilateral discussions with sectoral representatives

Stakeholder mapping

Pilot 
questionnaire

1st Roundtable

3rd Roundtable

Value chain (VC) 
analysis

Just 
transformation 

analysis
2nd round 

questionnaire

Sector 
Briefing

Briefing: VC 
opportunities

Briefing: 
Stakeholder 
perceptions

5

Start 
drafting 
strategy

2025

CoP 
feedback 
(1st Draft)

Internal 
feedback 
(2nd Draft)

CoP 
feedback 
(3rd Draft)

Internal 
feedback 
(4th Draft)

Final 
strategy

Key phases in developing the strategy following above activities

Desktop Review

6
6
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Peat extraction 
sector example
Peat extraction 
sector example
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Value chain and opportunities

NbS requires working in the 
landscape

Big restoration potential and 
expertise

Existing requirement to develop 
after-use plans

Enabling policy alignment and 
corporate social responsibility

Pre-Extraction & 
Extraction

Processing to 
Consumption

A
ft

er
-U

se

Renewable energy Cultivation

Restoration
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Vision for 2050

13
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Vision for 2050

14

Bottom-up measures 
tailored to FOUR land 

use conditions
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Vision for 2050

1515

Drainage-based
land use 

sector (e.g.    
agriculture,      

forestry, 
energy)

Sectors adopt 
best practice 
/ buffers 
to protect 
restored 
sites

Restored ecosystem led 
by landscape authority 
& supported by 
sector

Degraded peatlands 
not in active 

economic use

Rewetted former 
extraction sites no 
longer managed by 

companies

Monitor water levels, 
supported by authorities 
& the sector

Ongoing 
or potential 

peat extraction

Sector leads 
Rewetting or 
revegetation & increase 
protective buffers
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NbS in this context

Measures for habitat 
restoration in peat landscape to 
address peatland challenges to 

benefit people & businesses 
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FIVE actions are 
needed to implement 
and mainstream the 

measures

Vision
By 2050 to restore 
peatlands through  

partnership including 
peat extraction sector 
& landowners, led by 

appropriate 
authority



18

Develop
clear &
viable
incentive 

E
Action

A
Action

B
Action

C
Action

D
Action

Build 
knowledge 

Enhance after-
use plans

Initiate
landscape

authorities 
& 

partnerships

Develop 
policy & 

regulatory
frameworks

Ongoing 
or potential 

peat extraction

Sector leads 
Rewetting or 
revegetation & increase 
protective buffers

Rewetted former 
extraction sites no 
longer managed by 

companies

Monitor water levels, 
supported by authorities 
& the sector

Restored ecosystem 
led by landscape 
authority & 
supported by sector

Degraded peatlands 
not in active 

economic use

Drainage-based
land use 

sector (e.g.    
agriculture,      

forestry, 
energy)

Sectors adopt 
best practice 
and buffers 
to protect 
restored 
sites
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Reflections: Co-development challenges

19

Perception of responsibility Co-benefits for businesses

Balancing diverse views & 
positions

Fear of additional cost

Disagreement 
on issues for 

co-development



Mainstreaming Ecological Restoration of freshwater-related ecosystems in a Landscape context: INnovation, upscaling and transformation

Peat extraction 
area (Ha)

1990 2013

Industrial 2,881 2,840

Domestic 44,923 44,649

Total 47,804 47,489

Evans et al. (2017): Report: Implementation of an Emissions 

Inventory for UK Peatlands - Defra, UK

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/701f6f2b14dc4f17ab4c7c6ff014299a

Lessons for Scotland’s 
freshwater 
transformations

Historical peat extraction is 
relatively small
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Lessons for Scotland’s freshwater transformations

Upscaling nature-based solutions key to 
addressing Scottish freshwater challenges

Existing policies (RBMP 2021–27, NPF4, 
Climate Change Plan) offer good pathways

Need to be embedded in sectors’ affecting 
& managing freshwater ecosystems (E.g. 
Agriculture, water supply, energy, etc.)

Image generated by ChatGPT (OpenAI) on request, 10/2025
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Lessons for Scotland’s freshwater transformations

Collaboration and stakeholder engagement 
are key to achieve mainstreaming

Having difficult conversation with diverse 
sectors

How do keep momentum and ensure just 
transformations

Image generated by ChatGPT (OpenAI) on request, 10/2025
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Next steps

Embedding lessons in ongoing projects

Acceptability of peatland rewetting for 
paludiculture among different stakeholders 
– EU Horizon 2020 Paluwise project

Accessing local people’s understanding, 
experience and support for nature-based 
solutions – RESAS

Pathways to achieve just transformations for 
nature-based solutions
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→ Marine Boulard (Aqua Publica Europea), Milo 
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Thank you for your 
attention!

The MERLIN project (https://project-merlin.eu) has received funding from the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No 
101036337.

Presented by
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Advancing transformative, policy & people-centred water & climate futures

https://www.hutton.ac.uk/people/alhassan-ibrahim/

Alhassan.Ibrahim@hutton.ac.uk
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