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MINUTE OF THE BOARD OF MANAGEMENT MEETING HELD ON WEDNESDAY 11TH
 NOVEMBER 2015 AT 

4.30PM IN THE CFEE CONFERENCE ROOM, THURSO 

Present Mr Niall Smith, Chair 
Mr Trevor Jones, Vice Chair 
Mr Donald MacBeath  
Mr Jim McGillivray (by VC from Dornoch) 
Mr David Shaw 
Dr Paul Monaghan 
Mrs Gail Ross 
Mr Robbie Rowantree  
Ms Lisa Buchanan 
Ms Shona Blance 
Mr John Perry 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mr Ryan Gow 

In attendance Mrs Anne Bremner, Director Learning & Teaching 
Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance & Estates 
Ms Debbie Gray, Director Enterprise & Innovation 
Mrs Penny Gunn, PA to the Principal 
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1.1 

1.2 

Preliminaries 
The Chair welcomed attendees to the meeting and the 5 new Board members attending for 
the first time. The Chair also explained that the new Board is operating under new and 
updated governance guidance. The Chair invited all those present to introduce themselves: 
Trevor Jones – Vice Chair, member for 5 years, particular interest in FE 
Debbie Gray – Director for Enterprise and Innovation 
Robbie Rowantree – Board member 
John Perry – Technical Director at Denchi Power 
Lisa Buchanan - Chief Executive with Cantraybridge College, currently studying for an MBA 
and Director with Buchanan Shaw consultants. 
Penny Gunn – Principal’s PA and covering for Board secretary absence 
Donald MacBeath – Principal since July 2014 
Roddy Ferrier – Director of Finance and Estates 
Jim McGillivray – Sutherland based councillor 
Gail Ross – Wick based Councillor, SNP Holyrood candidate and Wick civic leader 
Blair Sandison – previously worked for BP, now retired. 
Shona Blance –  Runs an employment law/HR consultancy 
Ryan Gow – HND computing student and NHC HISA Depute Principal 
Anne Bremner – Director or Learning and Teaching 
Niall Smith – Chair of Board for 5 years, work for Caithness Voluntary Group 

Apologies 
Apologies had been received from Stuart Gibb, Ryan MacLean, Jim Kelly, Ken Nicol, Paul 
Monaghan and David Shaw 

Declarations of Interest 
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Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda. Mr 
Smith declared an interest in respect of Directorship of the College Foundation. Mr 
McGillivray declared an interest in respect of being related to a staff member of the College. 
No other declarations were made and members were reminded that a declaration could be 
made at any point throughout the meeting as appropriate. 
 
The Principal presented the new College promotional video to the Board, which has been 
produced by Jill Innes. This video has been promoted on social media – facebook, twitter, 
You Tube, the College website, word press. Departmental specific videos will be released 
each week until all have been published 
 
College 2016/17 Budget Action 
The Principal presented the 2016/17 deficit action plan and provided a verbal explanation 
as to the background of the current situation. The Principal explained that the College is 
facing a significant financial challenge but this is not for the first time and is an ongoing 
challenge. Governance within the College sector has changed due to ONS reclassification 
and College’s are now treated as non-departmental government bodies, with finances 
being far more tightly monitored. Colleges are not permitted to generate a surplus or 
deficite and many other colleges are facing a similar challenge at present. The Director of 
Finance and Estates raised his concerns earlier in the year regarding the 2016/17 budget, 
after conducting a very detailed analysis. The projected deficit is currently over £500k and 
this has been presented to both the Finance and General Purposes committee and the Full 
Board in September 2015. The Principal was tasked to produce an action plan, along with 
the Planning and Resource Group (PRG), to address this deficit by both reducing costs and 
increasing income streams.  
Mr Perry stated that this potential deficit was highlighted back in 2013 and enquired as to 
what mitigating steps were taken at this time to address the situation.  
The Principal explained that the College was in a period of change at the time and the 
overall strategy agreed that the time was to increase income via 3 mechanisms: 

1. Growth in HE numbers – NHC has failed to increase HE numbers historically in 
comparison to other UHI partners but new curriculum developments in Golf, Film 
Making and Equestrian aimed to address this. A Full time HE students generates 
£5K funding. Mr Rowantree enquired as to what the net funding figure is and RF 
explained that this is difficult to define as it depends on the existing numbers and 
whether the provision is new or existing. The aim is to attract 10 students on to 
every programme. 
Mr Perry enquired as to why NHC has struggled to meet its HE target over recent 
years and the Principal explained that new programmes take time to develop and 
require up front investment. For example, the Golf provision in Dornoch is expected 
to increase by 60 FTE due to the new PGA MOU, but this has not yet materialised. 
Mr Perry stated that he felt the Golf predictions were conservative and the Principal 
replied that the current prediction has been based on being able to deliver the 
increase with existing resources. Further increases will incur additional resource 
costs, as well as adding to the pressures on student accommodation availability. 
There are 3 bids currently sitting with the Foundation, one of which is to further 
develop the curriculum, including Golf. 
The College has also experienced difficulties in acquiring and retaining staff, 
particularly in engineering, which will have affected student recruitment and the new 
Inverness College may have attracted students in the Alness area. The College is in 
the process of investigating further the reasons for the downward trend, though the 
reduction in school leavers will also have contributed to the drop.  

2. ESIF funding. FE represents 2/3 of the College’s provision and focusses on 
developing vocational skills. FE has been funded at a flat rate for the last 3 years 
and full funding is received if the target is met. If a college under delivers, SFC will 
clawback funding but no additional funding is allocated if a College over delivers. 
NHC has over delivered historically so this extra provision has been unfunded but 
has helped the region as a whole to meet its target. This has meant that colleges 
could bid for ESIF funding, which can only be allocated for additional activity. This 
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ESIF funding has been vital for the sustainability of the College and has drawn in 
large amounts of funding, approx. £800K in one year. However, the previous ESF 
programme has finished and has been replaced by a new 2014-2020 ESIF 
programme, with different rules and eligibility criteria. This programme has been 
very slow to establish, no funding has yet been released and only applies to 
additional activity for the region as a whole. The earliest that funding will become 
available is Spring 2016, once the ground rules have been agreed. There is £14.2m 
available for the Highlands and Islands over the 6 years and will be allocated by 
SFC and SDS.  

3. Other Non SFC income sources. One of the bids to the Foundation is to develop a 
new Business Development Unit, whose primary function will be to generate income 
by developing new programmes in addition to our core provision that meet the 
needs of our customers. The bid predicts an income of £250K/year for the 1st 3 
years and the cost to the College would be approximately 20% of this.  At present, 
the Director of Enterprise and Innovation, along with 2 marketing staff, undertake all 
of the research and work into potential commercial income and this resource is 
limited, therefore the bid for the BDU was submitted. Mr Perry agreed that there is a 
huge potential market in this area. 

 
Ms Buchanan suggested that commissioning an external consultant to review the college’s 
activity and accounts may provide support to the management’s aims and objectives. The 
Director of Enterprise and Innovation explained that the College is currently working 
towards getting the Thurso campus to RIBA Stage C, which involves putting together a 
Business Case and consultants are also being commissioned to undertake an Economic 
Impact Assessment for the College. Ms Buchanan also suggested that other sources of 
charitable income could be sought, which the Principal agreed was a very helpful 
suggestion. The Director of Finance and Estates also explained that an SFC consultant 
undertook an assessment of the College’s finances 5 years ago and as a result, costs were 
reduced and it was identified that the college was running efficiently. The Director of 
Finance and Estates believes that alternative income sources are very difficult to obtain and 
will not assist the financial position significantly. Mr Perry believes that internal expertise 
exists to address the overall problem but resource and capacity are restricted. Ms Blance 
agreed that targeting the market effectively is key and this could be undertaken internally or 
externally as long as risks are fully considered. 
Mr Perry also believes that research grants could assist significantly to the overall financial 
position. The Principal explained that the Environmental Research Institute (ERI) currently 
employs approx. 30 staff and has a very positive reputation internationally. Research 
funding is actively sought but is very competitive. The Director of Finance and Estates 
explained that research is subsidised by core funding in other institutions and the ERI made 
a loss of £120K last year, so we cannot rely on research to assist financially. Research 
funding tends to be project based and so has a limited timescale but the Director of the 
ERI’s objective is to retain knowledgeable staff, hence there are often time periods between 
projects which are unfunded. After further discussion, it was agreed that Mr Perry would 
discuss Research funding opportunities with the Director of the ERI out with the meeting. 
 
The Principal returned to the Budget Action plan and verbally explained the cost reduction 
figures. The predicted overall deficit position for the year to 31st July 2017 is £589K, so 
assistance from SFC and UHI is vital in order to eliminate this. It is assumed that the £400K 
rurality funding will fall to £350K in 2016/17. It is being awarded at £400K for 2015/16. 
The Principal explained that NHC runs some courses with low numbers that would not run 
in Urban areas but our demography means we cannot achieve the numbers that other 
colleges do. However, if courses are cut, so is the associated funding. The colleges staffing 
model is complex as many lecturers deliver on a selection of programmes. The action plan 
is based on the assumption that student numbers will not decrease, but may mean smaller 
courses are cut or larger course are delivered by fewer staff. The staff reductions predicted 
are: 
Lecturers – 2.5 FTE 
Managerial, Support & Research – 5 FTE 
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The cost reductions predicted are almost the same for both areas overall. 
Mrs Ross enquired as to whether these reductions will be made on a compulsory 
redundancy basis and the Principal replied that natural wastage will be utilised where 
possible but could not rule out compulsory redundancies. The Chair explained that 
compulsory redundancies are against government policy and the college has received a 
letter from the Cabinet secretary to express her disappointment at the recent redundancies, 
despite being approved by SFC and being made in line with the College’s redundancy 
policy. A letter of response has been sent to the Cabinet Secretary to confirm that the 
college was also disappointed and to request a meeting with the Cabinet Secretary. It is 
vital that we do not lose the wrong staff by offering redundancies on a voluntary basis. The 
Principal added that the Colleges redundancy policy was agreed with SFC and only 
includes compulsory redundancy. The cost of voluntary redundancy is very expensive at 1 
months pay for every year of service, compared to between 0.5 and 1.5 weeks per year for 
compulsory redundancy. 
Mrs Ross confirmed that she could not support any decision made by the College that 
leads to compulsory redundancy. 
 
The Chair confirmed that the current prediction for 2015/2016 is a £574K deficit and for 
2016/17 the predicted deficit is £589K, prior to any recovery plans outlined. After 
discussion, it was agreed that the Chair and Principal should write to UHI and the 
Cabinet Secretary to inform them of this predicted position. The Board should also 
have sight of this letter. 
The Chair added that the combination of harder to obtain ESIF funding, falls in rurality 
allocations and other unknowns mean it is vital that the College prepares now for the future. 
Whilst the Chair is optimistic about support from the Foundation, this is also an unknown.  
It was agreed that the Board supports the actions outlined in the plan on the 
condition that the plan is ongoing and is shared with SFC and UHI. All efforts will be 
made to deliver a balanced budget for 16/17, and this will be presented to the Board 
by February 2016. The Board does not agree to a projected deficit, but appreciates it 
may not be able to deliver a balanced budget by this date. 
 
Mr McGillivray informed members about future developments in Dornoch that will support 
the College’s Golf provision, including a new £7M links course adjacent to the student 
accommodation development site, a sports centre and community centre. The Principal 
thanked Mr McGillivray for the update and for his support for the College’s developments.  
 
The Chair invited members to ask any further questions and Mrs Ross enquired as to 
whether the College has been in discussions with anyone regarding the renewable 
developments in Caithness. The Director of Enterprise and Innovation confirmed that some 
initial discussions have taken place and Mrs Ross agreed to provide her list of contacts to 
the College. 
Ms Buchanan asked whether redundancy costs have been factored into the figures in the 
action plan and the Director of Finance and Estates confirmed that they have not and that 
he would amend them accordingly. 
The Chair explained that there is a new Governance Task Force team in place and will 
issue the guidance document to the Board. This new task force has been tasked to 
assess how compliant colleges are to the SFC financial memorandum and Code of Good 
Governance. A new Shared Services agreement has also been drafted and covers a period 
of 1 year. IT staff will transfer to the new company with effect from 1st December 2015 so 
we need to make sure the agreement is fully checked before being signed. There have 
been many delays due to complex issues with VAT and Pensions. 
 
The Chair thanked the Board for attending and closed the meeting at 18.40 
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