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MINUTE OF THE BOARD OF MANAGEMENT MEETING 
held on Friday 21st October 2016 at 2.30pm in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 

 
Present 
 

Mr Niall Smith, Chair 
Mr Trevor Jones, Vice Chair 
Mr Ryan Gow 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal   
Mr John Perry 
Mr Robbie Rowantree  
Mr Jim McGillivray (VC from Dornoch campus) 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning & Teaching 
Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates 
Ms Debbie Gray, Director of Enterprise and Innovation 
Ms Nicola Dreaves, Secretary to the Board 

 
1  Preliminaries 

 
  The Chair welcomed members to the meeting. 
   

 1.1 Apologies 
  Apologies had been received from Blair Sandison, Gail Ross, David Olds, Lisa Buchanan, Amanda 

Buttress, Shona Blance, Ryan MacLean and Stuart Gibb. 
   
 1.2 Declarations of Interest 

  Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda. No declarations 
were made and members were reminded that a declaration could be made at any point throughout 
the meeting as appropriate. 

   
 1.3 Draft Minute of the previous meeting (22-06-16) 

  The Principal noted a minor error within section 3.2 on page 7 regarding the Thurso estate project and 
highlighted that it is the Thurso project that is 2nd after Moray College and not the Dornoch project.  
Subject to this amendment, the minutes were proposed as an accurate record by Mr Jones and 
seconded by Mr Rowantree. 

   
 1.4 Actions arising from the previous meeting 
  Members reviewed each of the action points in turn. 

 
Action 1 – Complete 
The Principal advised members that in relation to Action 1 he had discussed with colleagues the best 
way to undertake a ‘Values’ audit across the college.  They had agreed a two-pronged approach seeking 
both the views of staff and students.  This would be supported by the Human Resources Manager who 
had scheduled a joint consultative committee meeting with union colleagues.  The Quality and Learner 
Engagement Co-ordinator and Student HISA Depute would gather the views of students through the 
Learner Council.  
 
Mr Rowantree enquired about the structure of the Learner Council and how students were selected.  
Mr Gow advised that each course selected two representatives to sit on the Learner Council.  
Representatives are required to attend a monthly meeting at their respective campus; Mr Gow leads 
these meetings.  Feedback is sought and any issues the students are facing can be raised at Learner 
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Council.  The Principal and Director of Learning and Teaching usually attend these meetings to assist 
with any queries or issues that are being highlighted.  Mr Gow advised that Learner Council 
representatives receive in-house UHI training as well as training from SPARQS.  There are currently 40 
members in Thurso, 20 in Dornoch and 20 in Alness.  Mr Gow informed members that an Action tracker 
is published on the website to keep students updated; he also highlighted that the implementation of 
a blog would be discussed at the next Learner Council meetings. 
 
Action 2 – Complete 
 
Action 3 – Ongoing 
Members agreed that it would be appropriate to review Board of Management training needs and 
asked that a proposal be put forward at a future Board meeting for discussion. 
 
Action 4 – Not taken forward 
The situation with ALF had changed since the previous Board of Management meeting and members 
were advised that an update would be provided later in the meeting, per the agenda. 
 
Action 5 – As above this would be dealt with under the relevant agenda item. 
 
Action 6 – See actions 4 and 5 
 
Action 7 – Complete 
 
Action 8 – Complete 

   

2  Draft Committee Minutes 
 

  Mr Smith advised Members that following a discussion with the Principal, it had been agreed that as 
Members received the draft minutes in advance of the Board of Management meeting it was not 
necessary for Committee Chairs to provide a full verbal report; rather, just highlight any key points or 
recommendations.  Members were still invited to raise any points for clarification or ask relevant 
questions regarding the draft minutes. 
 
Mr Rowantree asked that a table of recommendations be provided at the end of each set of draft 
minutes at future meetings.  ACTION: Secretary to the Board to carry this forward at future meetings. 
 

 2.1 Audit and Risk Management Committee Meeting (24-08-16) 
  No questions 
   

 2.2 Finance and General Purposes Committee Meeting (31-08-16) 
  Mr Jones highlighted that there was an action to carry forward a discussion regarding ALF to this 

meeting and that was covered on the agenda. He also noted that the F&GP Committee required more 
members under the Terms of Reference. 
 
There were no questions. 

   

 2.3 Human Resources Committee (07-09-16) 

  Mr Smith advised members that the Principal had been asked to provide a report to the Board of 
Management regarding Job Evaluation.  This would be covered under the agenda. 

   
 2.4 Learning, Teaching and Research Committee Meeting (21-09-16) 

  No questions 
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3  Executive Team Items 
 

 3.1 Review of the NHC Risk Register (BoM) 

  The Principal reminded Members that several risks had been allocated to the Board of Management 
for review.  These risks were reviewed in turn. 

   
  Risk 1 

  The Principal advised that new ‘Conflict of Interest’ protocols for Staff and Student Board members had 
been established per action 1 and that action 2, to include new Code of Good Governance sessions in 
the college’s Staff Development Programme, was ongoing. 
 
Mr Rowantree queried whether North Highland College UHI was aware that section 82 on page 35 of 
the document implied that North Highland College UHI (amongst others) was non-compliant in the 
publication of Board of Management Documents on its website.  The Principal advised Mr Rowantree 
that the previous Chairman, Mr Smith and the Acting Board Secretary had reviewed the new Code of 
Good Governance and highlighted that this was a significant area of action for the new Board Secretary.  
He noted that the Board had been made aware of this at the previous meeting and thanked Mr 
Rowantree for highlighting this point. 

   
  Risk 2 
  The Principal advised that the Values ‘Audits’ were in-hand. 
   

  Risk 3 
  The Principal advised that tours of the college had been re-instated and there had been a refresh of 

college branding which had received good feedback.  He also noted that the success of the Young 
Highland Chef competition was an excellent reflection of North Highland College.  Mr McGillivray noted 
that compliments were due to the organisers of the Young Highland Chef and that staff member Simon 
Rogers deserves a lot of credit.  He advised that funding applications should be sought early in the year 
and hoped he would see the competition continue to grow. 

   
  Risk 4 

  The Principal advised members that actions with regard to Risk 4 were ongoing and highlighted that 
timescales for action 4 had slipped, but that this would be remedied in time for the next Board of 
Management meeting. He also advised members that he and the Chairman had had an opportunity to 
contribute to the UHI Strategic Working Group.  This risk will remain at Red. 
 
Mr Smith noted that FERB have not yet addressed how funding will be allocated for session 2017/18 
and felt that this could reduce the level of risk as there was no change.  He noted that they are required 
to make a decision on how best to address this for the whole region.  The Principal advised that SFC 
increased the regional award for 2016/17 to assist colleges with cost pressures.  It will be up to the 
college to utilise this money as appropriate.  Mr Smith then highlighted that 5 colleges get more funding 
than North Highland College UHI per credit and were therefore getting a greater subsidy.  The Principal 
noted that of the 12 partners, all but 2 were in a challenging financial position and given the tightness 
in funding, any future changes could potentially de-stabilise colleges. 

   

  Risk 5 

  The Principal provided an update regarding action 3 and advised members that significant progress had 
been made with regard to what the new funding model should look like.  He noted that there had been 
a partial implementation of the credit based model over the past 2 -3 years; however, within the 
Highlands and Islands region a higher level of credit price for high-cost engineering and land based 
courses had not been implemented.  He highlighted that North Highland College UHI has a high 
proportion of high cost delivery per the initial SFC model and through it and remoteness funding NHC 
should be receiving the highest average price per credit of all UHI Partners.  The Principal advised 
members that there would be meetings of the UHI Funding Working Group over the next few weeks 
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and the full funding methodology which is currently being developed will hopefully go to FERB in time 
for the 2017/18 funding review. 
 
Mr Perry queried how North Highland College UHI funded the provision of extended learning support.  
The Principal advised that, where there are established additional support needs, the college can claim 
for additional diagnostic testing and for putting a support plan in place.  Mr Rowantree questioned who 
the funding came from in these instances and was advised by the Principal that historically funding is 
provided through SFC grant that is determined by ELS provided in the previous year.  The Principal and 
the Director of Learning and Teaching advised members that there had been limited growth in 
dedicated funding for ELS over the years which in turn was causing pressure as North Highland College 
UHI has seen an increase in demand for ELS, largely on the back of extending the ‘Access’ provision.  It 
was noted that the college’s ‘Access’ provision would be further enhanced by the addition of PEP 
provision in the Easter Ross area which was supported by the North Highland College Foundation.  
Discussion regarding the diagnosis of extended learning support needs in education and the reporting 
of such needs through the education system followed.  It was agreed by the Board of Management that 
The Principal and other colleagues at North Highland College UHI should liaise with their counterparts 
in the area schools to begin to address this issue.  ACTION: Principal and colleagues to approach 
dialogue with area schools to discuss a way forward with regard to the assessment/diagnosis and 
reporting of extended learning support requirements for students. 

   
  Risk 7 
  The Director of Enterprise and Innovation advised members that the 2016/17 marketing plan was in 

place and that there would be a local campaign for Higher Education Courses beginning February 2017.  
Action 4 with regard ESIF is ongoing.  

   

  Risk 13 
  The Principal advised that the action in relation to Risk 13 was complete and that North Highland 

College UHI had fared better at Further Education Level than Higher Education Level. 
   
  Risk 14 

  The Director of Enterprise and Innovation highlighted that FE recruitment had been improved through 
the Nigg Skills Academy Partnership and noted that the college is represented at the Partnership 
Steering Committee.  She also advised members that at partnership with the University of Mauritius 
had been proposed by Stuart Gibb and subsequently ratified by UHI. 

   
  Risk 16 

  The Principal advised members that the UHI Strategy Working Group had now been dis-banded.  This 
was covered under the agenda. 

   
 3.2 College Financial Position 
  The Director of Finance and Estates provided a verbal summary of the paper circulated and drew 

members’ attention to the budget deficit that had been approved at the previous Board meeting.  He 
noted that the revised position showed an improvement at a deficit of £159,520, with adjustments of 
income rolled forward this results in a revised loss under ONS accounting of £43,890.  Mr Ferrier 
highlighted that the loss of HE numbers was the biggest worry at present but felt that the college had 
done well in restraining staff and overhead costs. 
 
The Principal commented that the situation regarding HE recruitment was disappointing, and 
highlighted that several new courses had been introduced to increase the HE student FTE.  These new 
courses had recruited students; however, a number of existing courses had lost small numbers.  The 
Principal noted that in comparison FE numbers were ahead of where they had been at this point last 
year and therefore ESIF provision should help to bridge the gap.  He concluded that the current 
projected financial position did not warrant the implementation of a Voluntary Severance Scheme. 
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Mr Rowantree remarked that the disappointment at HE numbers was understandable but wished to 
know if that was a trend facing only North Highland College UHI or did it extend further to the region / 
nationally?  The Principal explained that there was a variable picture regionally in that Inverness College 
had seen an increase in HE numbers, although not significant.  West Highland and Argyll Colleges had 
also seen an increase, however he highlighted that they were starting from a lower base line.  Lews 
Castle College are experiencing a similar situation to that of NHC UHI.  The Director of Learning and 
Teaching felt that this had been a fair assessment of the situation and added that recruitment course 
by course had varied, some had seen an increase where others had decreased.  She noted that NHC 
are experiencing a downward trend in HE recruitment.  Mr Perry sought clarification as the whether or 
not NHC UHI tie in with skills gaps highlighted by SDS.  The Director of Learning and Teaching advised 
that this was the case and the Director of Enterprise and Innovation highlighted that SDS were just one 
partner that NHC UHI worked with and advised that their focus was on FE and not HE.  The Director of 
Learning and Teaching noted that information is drawn from local sources such as the Highlands and 
Islands Investment Plan and CNSRP to inform curriculum development and well as drawing on national 
sources such as changing sector requirements.  Discussion regarding the perceived value of 
qualifications and the potential market for NHC UHI beyond school leavers followed.  The Director of 
Learning and Teaching noted that the college was looking at the provision for the future.  The Principal 
highlighted that there were limitations in local provision and agreed that the college must develop new 
opportunities for students from other areas to engage online, he noted that two new niche offerings 
to be provided on that basis were being progressed.  The Principal informed members that he would 
undertake to keep the Board appraised of FE and HE numbers through the Learning, Teaching and 
Research Committee. 
 
The Board of Management agreed that it was not necessary to implement a Voluntary Severance 
Scheme.   

   
 3.3 Employers Association and National Bargaining Update 

  The Principal drew members’ attention to the Colleges Scotland update and the letter from Shirley-
Anne Somerville.  He highlighted that the Support Staff dispute was ongoing and that the letter advised 
if a resolution is not met, the matter should be directed to ACAS.  This view was taken by the Employers 
Association and an outcome is awaited.  The Director of Learning and Teaching wished to point out that 
a recent article relating to a potential college pay dispute was a national picture and was not North 
Highland College UHI.  She noted that one class had learning support staff unavailable and there had 
been one or two transport issues in Alness, but there had been no other visible impact from the strike 
action taken.  Mr Smith noted that the first day of strike action involved 29 staff members and the 
second saw a slight reduction in support.  

   

 3.4 NHC Job Evaluation Exercise  
  The Principal gave a verbal overview of the paper provided and noted that the Human Resources 

Committee had actioned a report and recommendation be set forth to the Board of Management 
regarding the North Highland College UHI Job Evaluation exercise.  The Principal advised members that 
it had taken a considerable length of time to reach a conclusion to the job evaluation exercise and 
publish outcomes.  This had prompted concerns with staff regarding how long it had taken and the way 
in which the evaluation was carried out; he also noted that there had been significant unrest with 
regards posts lower on the scale.  He advised that there were three potential options going forward: 
 

1. Suspend implementation of the NHC scheme 
2. Address specific anomalies (part implementation) 
3. Implement the scheme fully 

 
The Principal highlighted that as a signatory to National Bargaining we would be bound by any outcome 
and noted that there would be a national job evaluation scheme for support staff within the remit of 
National Bargaining, which he expects to take place fairly soon. 
 



 

6 
 

The Principal sought approval to suspend implementation of the NHC scheme and await the outcome 
and implementation of the National Scheme based on the paper provided. 
 
Mr Rowantree questioned how The Principal thought the suspension of the NHC scheme would be 
received by staff.  The Principal acknowledged that this would be a difficult message to disseminate 
and that there would be a mixed response, but felt that this would be the outcome that overall will be 
best received.  Mr Rowantree and Mr Perry enquired about budget implications associated with this 
option. The Director of Finance and Estates advised that there would be no immediate implications and 
that no provision for a national scheme had been included in the budget as there was no information 
to apprise the situation and base figures on. 
 
The Board agreed with the recommendation of the Principal and approved the decision to suspend 
implementation of the NHC scheme and await the outcome and implementation of the National 
Scheme. 

   
 3.5 Strategic Estates and Funding 
  The Director of Finance and Estates updated members further to the report provided and advised that 

in the interim the Thurso estate design and business case had been completed and Sheppard Robson 
had been asked to prepare the tender document.  He also advised that The Highland Council had been 
unable to provide a definitive date between January and May 2017 for a planning permission decision. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates noted that the situation regarding funding from SFC for the 
Dornoch project was worrying and in order to fund this work sought Board of Management approval 
to sell Ross House, seek funding from the NHC Foundation and also approach other potential funders.  
He also asked that the current Board ratify a decision taken by the Board 4 years ago to sell the Wick 
College.  
 
Mr McGillivray advised members that Mr Warnock and Mr Keiser (Coul Links Ltd) were seeking to 
establish a new golf course in Dornoch and hoped that NHC UHI would support the project.  He noted 
that a Dornoch hotel was currently for sale and had three interested buyers, so there was a currently 
a market for property sales.  Mr McGillivray requested that The Principal write to Mr Warnock in 
support of the project and suggested he could inform him that Ross House is available for sale.  Mr 
McGillivray also suggested that, if necessary, in the interim period between an extension at Burghfield 
being completed and the sale of Ross House there were options, such as the Free Church, West Church 
Hall and Dornoch Social Club that could provide an extension for classroom teaching.  The Principal 
agreed to write to Mr Warnock if the Board were happy for him to do so.  The were no objections, Mr 
Rowantree noted that he was happy as long as it did not ‘muddy the waters’.  ACTION: The Principal 
to write to Mr Warnock in support of the Coul Links Golf project and inform him that Ross House is 
available for sale.   
 
The Principal advised members that the SFC engages with colleges on a regional basis and that the 
Highlands and Islands region had been asked to prioritise the number of large capital projects, which 
up until recently had very much been a “wish list”.  The region was asked to prioritise between high, 
medium and low ranking projects.  The outcome of the evaluation ranked Moray College Campus at 
the highest level, this had previously been agreed by SFC.  Thurso ranks second.  Dornoch ranks second 
out of twelve projects in its category.  He reminded members that it was a matter of priority to press 
on with these projects and be ‘shovel ready’ should money become available.  Mr Smith agreed that 
money was likely to become available at short notice and would require to be spent quickly. 
 
Mr Smith sought approval from members in respect of the four recommendations set forth by the 
Director of Finance and Estates.  The Board approved all four recommendations. 

   
 3.6 North Highland College Arms-Length Foundation Bids 
  The Principal noted that the report provided an update on the progress made with regard to the NHC 

Foundation and drew members’ attention to the five items of correspondence received. 
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In summary NHC Foundation agreed to support the enhancement of a Personal Empowerment 
Programme in the Easter Ross area and approved funding amounting to £63,638.  The second bid for 
co-funding PhD studentships at ERI was not approved, however the Foundation made it clear they 
would consider application made directly by students.  The Principal noted that ERI wanted to make it 
as easy as possible for people who wish to join the team to do so and highlighted that as PhD’s they 
would have employed status.  It is the view of NHC / ERI that it is in the student’s best interest to have 
this funding available through the college and not to expect them to apply as individuals.  Mr 
Rowantree sought clarification as to whether or not this was made clear in the application.  He was 
advised by the Director of Enterprise and Innovation that that provision had grown within ERI by 
supplying fully funded places and that this should continue.  The Principal agreed that there was a need 
for NHC/ERI to establish a further dialogue with the Foundation in respect of this application and 
highlight that it would not be in the best interests of the students to have to apply for this funding 
directly.  It was noted that the application for Advancing Environmental Education would be considered 
at the next meeting.  The re-submission of the application for creation of a Business Development Unit 
was not approved.  The Principal felt that the development of such a unit would result in opportunities 
worthy of support and noted that a further re-submission would be made.  Mr Jones added that Dr 
Monaghan, a trustee of the Foundation, had agreed that further dialogue should be sought.  NHC 
Foundation confirmed that it would not support a Voluntary Severance Scheme.  The Principal drew 
members’ attention to changes in the Foundation trustee membership and advised that there was no 
longer a risk of consolidation.  

   

 3.7 Cabinet Secretary Dialogue 
  The Principal provided an overview of the paper provided, he noted that the Strategic Working Group 

having met several times had found it challenging to agree an optimum future operating model for the 
UHI partnership moving forward.  This position was reported to the Depute First Minister and Cabinet 
Secretary for Education at a meeting on 23rd September 2016.  As an outcome of this meeting the 
Depute First Minister tasked 6 people with providing recommendations in three areas within one 
month.  The three areas concerned were: 
 

1. Design a senior management team structure for the University, which is to be signed off by the 
University Vice Chancellor and Principal and all academic partner principals. 

2. Design a communication and relationship-building programme for across the partnership. 
3. Define responsibilities and accountabilities for decision-making going forward, across the 

partnership. 
 
The paper provided was agreed by partner principals and presented to the Depute First Minister, who 
confirmed that it met with his expectations and hoped it would be implemented swiftly.  Some support 
would be provided through SFC for monitoring and advice regarding change management.  The next 
meeting will take place in February 2017. 
 
The Principal highlighted that three-part time posts would be filled by Academic Partner Principals – 
and that progress would be made quickly so these posts could be filled.  He noted that all key 
deliverables would be fulfilled within 6 months and that the new Senior Management Team structure 
would comprise of nine posts, one Principal and Vice Chancellor, four posts that would be likely to be 
filled from an academic background and four posts likely to be filled from a college background.  The 
Principal commented that he believed the paper to be worthy of support and felt it was a positive move 
forward for the partnership. The Board of Management agreed to endorse the proposals outlined in 
the paper. 
 
Mr McGillivray left the meeting at 5.05pm 
 

4  Chairman’s Items 
 

 4.1 Recruitment of New Chairperson and Board Members 
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  Mr Smith advised members that with effect from 1st November Mr Blair Sandison would be the Chair 
of the NHC Board of Management.  He also advised that Recruitment of Independent Board Members 
would be taking place imminently. 

   

 4.2 Board Self Evaluation 
  Mr Smith advised members that in line with the new Code of Good Governance the Board must keep 

its effectiveness under review and this includes and externally facilitated evaluation of its effectiveness.  
In-line with the new code colleges have been asked to complete their externally facilitated reviews by 
31st March 2017.  Members were to note that this was in hand and the Board Secretary had been in 
contact with a potential consultant to move this forward. 

   
 4.3 Committee Membership 

  Mr Smith asked the Board Secretary to ask Mr McGillivray to move to the Audit and Risk Management 
Committee and suggested that Mr Sandison move to the Finance and General Purposes Committee.  

   
 4.4 Request to sign 50/50 Pledge 
  As part of the work of the College Good Governance Task Group, the Scottish Government is looking 

for all colleges/regional strategic bodies to sign-up to the Partnership for Change and commit to further 
the diversity on boards, working towards 50/50 gender balance by 2020.  The Board of Management 
agreed to sign-up to the Partnership for Change and commit to further the diversity on boards, 
working towards 50/50 gender balance by 2020.  ACTION:  Secretary to the Board to complete sign-
up to Partnership for Change. 

   

5  For Information 
 

 5.1 Audit Scotland Report 

  Members were asked to note receipt of the Audit Scotland report on Scotland’s Colleges. 
   

6  Date of next meeting: Wednesday 14th December 2016 
   

The meeting was closed at 5.15pm 
   

  The Principal added a note of thanks to Mr Smith for the support he had provided during his time as 
Chairman and wished to formally express his gratitude on behalf of staff, students and the Board of 
Management for the diligence and commitment shown to the North Highland College UHI Board. 

 


