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Draft Annual Operating Plan 2026-2027
Purpose: 
This report sets out our approach to developing the Annual Operating Plan (AOP) 2026-2027, its broad outline and current draft objective and key results performance measures, for consideration by the Agency Board.
Recommendations: The Agency Board is asked to:
Note the approach to developing the Annual Operating Plan 2026-2027.
Discuss and provide feedback on the draft AOP including the draft objectives and key results performance measures which are in development stage. 
Agree that the draft AOP and draft objectives and key results performance measures meet the requirements of the Framework Document and strategically aligns with our 2024-2027 corporate plan priorities. 
Approve the draft AOP, delegating any final changes required to the Chair and Chief Executive.  
Author: Darren McKay, Performance Manager 
Corporate Leadership Team Sponsor: Kirsty-Louise Campbell, Chief Officer Governance, Performance and Engagement.  
Date: 17 February 2026

Introduction 
In line with SEPA’s Framework Document with the Scottish Government, we must develop an Annual Operating Plan (AOP) for each financial year of our Corporate Plan.  The primary audience for the AOP is the Scottish Government, the Agency Board, strategic leaders and external stakeholders. 
The AOP should include key targets and milestones for the year immediately ahead and be linked to budgeting information so that, where possible, resources allocated to achieve specific objectives can be identified. 
A copy of the AOP should be provided to the sponsor unit prior to the start of the relevant financial year and the final version published on our website.
This paper sets out the approach to developing the AOP 2026-2027 and provides a broad outline of content. This paper also provides the draft AOP for consideration including draft objectives and key results (OKRs) which are being developed as performance measures.  
Overview of Approach  

In October 2025, an internal planning steering group developed a collaborative and co-ordinated approach to align our budget and resources with our organisational priorities.
In November 2025, Portfolio Leadership Teams shared initial identification of priorities/key deliverables for next year. These fall into two broad categories: 
areas we expect to be output driven or be delivering key milestones – will feature in the AOP as high level narrative and milestones.
areas where we can be clear on the impact or change we expect to see in year –will develop objectives and key results (OKRs) to feature as performance measures in the AOP.   
To support  a clear, evidence-based overview of current commitments and dependencies, we also aligned the priorities / key deliverables to:

The in-flight and pipeline Transformation projects for 2026/2027 for visibility and to inform decision making. 
The indicative resource captured through an initial resource planning exercise to determine whether they are currently resourced for delivery. 
Our principal risks to be clear on where they contribute to mitigation.
On 18 December 2025, we shared emerging insights from the Transformation, Resource Planning, Budget and AOP priorities strands as part of the Transformation Board and took onboard suggested feedback. 
In January 2026, we presented an overview of our AOP development approach and the emerging areas of focus to the Agency Board as part of the induction and development day and sought early feedback to inform our draft plan. Feedback received has been reflected in the AOP as it has developed. 
Following the Scottish Government budget announcement on 13 January 2026, we have been actively reviewing and validating our annual priorities, assessing our Transformation programme feasibility and finalising our draft budget. The Draft AOP, attached in Appendix 2, reflects the current position to date, subject to any final revisions and points of clarity as we make the final adjustments to our plans. 
For publication of the AOP, we will continue to prioritise an accessible, HTML-first approach as we did last year. This ensures improved inclusivity and usability, as well as compliance with regulations and alignment with government standards. We will also look to develop a more digestible, high-level summary of the AOP as a supporting resource. In doing so, the AOP will support a more user-friendly experience for our colleagues, customers and stakeholders across different platforms.
Development of OKRs
We develop objectives and key results (OKRs) to set out our clear, short-term areas of focus for the year ahead and be accountable for their delivery. These complement our suite of key performance indicators (KPIs) which provide a continuous view of our strategic and operational performance over the three-year period of our Corporate Plan.
OKRs aim to drive focussed change, improvement or impact and help us align resources with our strategic goals. The guiding principle is they should be ambitious by design. We therefore want to ensure these are stretch focused, pushing the Agency to reach beyond the current state while ensuring we consider any unintended consequences.
We used the prioritised key deliverables as the starting point for OKR development. Our ambition was to finalise around 10 annual objectives for the organisation with coverage across all Corporate Plan priority themes. Good practice is for between 3 and 5 Key Results to be created for each objective to quantify the progress towards achievement. 
From early January 2026, we have worked collaboratively with Portfolio Leadership Teams to progress the development of OKRs, in line with the AOP development process. From this, we have started to scope 12 draft OKRs and where possible, looked to confirm the expected, quantifiable impact/change and timeline. These are currently in different stages of completeness due to specific dependencies related to each area and continue to be worked through. Appendix 1 provides an overview of the draft OKRs, as well as the current position to date and any noted dependencies.
We recognise that at this current point in time we are at the final stage of validating our annual priorities and working through our final budget and resource decisions. As we confirm our commitments for 2026/2027, this will enable us to apply objectives and accurately determine how we specifically measure impact or change. It is possible that as decisions are made, some draft OKRs may be revised.
We would welcome any specific feedback Board members have on the developing measures. 
Outline of Annual Operating Plan 
Taking into consideration the proposed approach and initial priorities/key deliverables   identified, the draft AOP includes: 
Foreword: Context setting from the Chief Executive. 
Our delivery 2025/26: Celebrate successes and provide assurance with summary of performance highlights from 2025/26 in infographic style. Placeholder content included for now which will be updated with latest information before publication.
For the future of our environment: Introductory content describing our purpose and role in line with our Corporate Plan. Provide assurance on what we do as core delivery, our transformation ambitions and the strategic / policy context we connect to (for example, National Performance Framework, Scotland’s National Strategy for Economic Transformation, Scottish National Adaptation Plan 3 etc.). 
Strong emphasis on responding to challenges in our operating context, namely: leaning into public sector and service reform, rapid environmental change and significant regulatory and policy change. Importance on supporting the health, safety and wellbeing of our people and empowering them to play their part. 
Plan on a page: Visual summary of our objectives for the year ahead incorporating Transformation. 
Our Focus for 2026/2027– Priorities/key deliverables set in the context of our Corporate Plan priorities (Net Zero, Water Environment, Climate Resilience, Resource Efficiency and Business Environmental Performance).  Key features include opportunity/challenge we are addressing, key areas of focus, expected impact as well performance measures. 
Our Organisation and Transformation – One coherent narrative positioning transformation within our organisation. Refreshed outcome focused approach to Transformation with emphasis on proactively responding to public sector reform and maximising measurable business value drivers such as improved capabilities, productivity and cost efficiencies.
Our Performance – A summary of our approach and direction of travel, building on work with performance framework. Draft 2026/27 objectives and key results and key strategic / operational performance indicators aligned to Corporate Plan priorities.
Our Resources - Budget information aligning to deliverables/targets/milestones. 
Engaging with us: Link to our consultation hub and contact us webpage.
Equality, diversity and inclusion - Accessibility statement and link to the Equality and Human Rights Impact Assessment (EqHRIA). Refreshed 2026-2030 Equality Outcomes to be included once approved.

Impact Areas
Financial impact: We must ensure as far as possible that the deliverables in the AOP are financially resourced.  The AOP contains the Our Resources section which provides a high-level summary of our balance budget for the year. 
Resource impact: We must ensure the deliverables identified for inclusion in the AOP are fully resourced for delivery. 
Equalities impact: We will undertake a refreshed equality and human rights impact assessment on the draft AOP. The AOP will reference our new 2026-2030 equality outcomes once they are approved.
Risks impact: We have aligned the priority deliverables in the AOP to our current Principal risks to be clear on where they support mitigation.
Environmental impact: The AOP contains deliverables which directly relate to achieving our net zero ambitions as well as how we plat our part in helping Scotland become a net zero country.  
Data Impact: No impact.  
Colleague consultation and engagement: We have carried out engagement with the Corporate Leadership Team and Portfolio Leadership Teams on the AOP content as well as the developing performance measures (OKRs). We have also provided the Agency Board with an overview of the AOP development process and sense of the emerging priorities to be included in the plan and sought initial feedback (January 2026).


Next Steps and Timeline

Content of the AOP will be refined following feedback from the Agency Board including finalising objectives and key results, as we confirm our agreed annual commitments and transformation programme.
In February, we will undertake a light touch review of our current strategic and operational KPIs with teams to determine whether these could be strengthened and to set clear benchmarks and targets to effectively monitor progress in 2026-2027.
Throughout the development of the AOP, we will continue to engage and consult with the Corporate Leadership Team, Portfolio Leadership Teams and the Scottish Government to receive feedback and refine content.  
The AOP should be published as close to the beginning of the financial year as possible.  A final draft version of the AOP is scheduled for approval by the Corporate Leadership Team on 8 April 2026, any changes will be delegated to Chair and Chief Executive for approval. The Agency Board will then receive a link to the final version via circulation prior to publication.
An internal launch is planned for shortly thereafter (30 April 2026) followed by an external launch post-election, subject to final amendments. 
The AOP will be designed once all feedback has been received and final amendments made.  We will lead with a HTML version for the website which will be fully accessible followed by a ‘light touch’ designed PDF in similar format to the Corporate Plan and the Annual Report and Accounts 2024-2025.
An updated Equalities and Human Rights Impact Assessment (EqHRIA) will be carried out on the AOP and published as part of the internal launch. We will also undertake a climate change impact assessment. 
Recommendations 
The Agency Board is asked to note the approach to developing the Annual Operating Plan 2026-2027. 
The Agency Board is asked to discuss and provide feedback on the draft AOP including the draft objectives and key results performance measures which are in development stage.   
The Agency Board is asked to agree that the draft AOP and draft objectives and key results performance measures meet the requirements of the Framework Document and strategically align with our 2024-2027 corporate plan priorities. 
The Agency Board is asked to approve the draft AOP, delegating any final changes required to the Chair and Chief Executive.  


Appendix 1: Emerging Objectives and Key Results
(This appendix is not available in the public paper published on the website).

Appendix 2: Draft AOP 
(This appendix is not available in the public paper published on the website).


image1.emf









image2.png




