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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE BOARD OF MANAGEMENT 

held on Wednesday 15th June at 4 pm over Microsoft Teams    
 

Present 
 

Robbie Rowantree, Board Chair 
Graham Birnie, Vice Chair 
Sophie-Ann Bain, Student Member   
Anna McInnes 
David Beaton 
Debbie Murray  
Dr Peter Hylton 
Heather McLean 
Ian MacEachern 
Jim McGillivray 
John Hook  
Judith Crow 
Ken Wong  
Shona MacDougall  
Stephen Murby Wright  
 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Audit 
Tom Duff, Director of Learning and Teaching 
Stuart Gibb, Director of Research and Innovation 
Vicky Ferguson, Human Resources Manager  
Fiona Sinclair, Secretary to the Board of Management 
 

  

Meeting minutes 

1. Apologies for absence 
Apologies for absence were intimated on behalf of Giles Huby, Director of External Engagement 
and Estates, and it was noted that both Judith Crow and Stuart Gibb would arrive late at the 
meeting while new staff member, Darren MacLeod was not in attendance.  

 
2. Declaration of interests 

Members were invited to declare an interest, either financial or non-financial, in any item on 
the Agenda, and were reminded that they should declare an interest as early as possible during 
the meeting. Members were advised that they must not remain in, nor participate in any way 
in, a part of the meeting in which they have declared an interest. Members were also invited 
to declare a connection which does not amount to an interest in any item on the Agenda where 
in the interests of transparency they consider that it is appropriate to do so.  There were no 
declarations.  
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3. Minutes of previous meetings of the Board 
There were circulated for approval report BOM0622/03 comprising (a) the minutes of the 
Meeting of the Board of Management which took place on 30 March 2022, and (b) the minutes 
of the Extraordinary Meeting of the Board of Management which took place on 24th May 2022.  
These minutes were held as read and were unanimously approved on the motion of Graham 
Birnie seconded by David Beaton, subject to the word “expressed” being deleted from the first 
line of paragraph 12.1 at page 5 of the minutes of the meeting on 30th March.  

 

4. Action Sheet 
There was circulated at the end of report BOM0622/03 the action sheet arising from the last 
meeting of the Board. 

The Committee noted progress on outstanding actions as follows:  

Action and Responsible Person Current Status  

BOM0421/07 - Governance Manual - Board Secretary to 
progress preparation of the Governance Manual for 
consideration by the sub-group of Board Chairs, and 
ultimately by the Board of Management.  Board 
Secretary 

 

Board Secretary advised that 
the Manual had been prepared 
and had been approved by the 
Committee Chairs– ACTION 
COMPLETED 

BOM0421/13 – ERI Grading Paper - Interim Principal, 
Director of ERI and HR Manager to bring further 
information before the Board at a later date.  Principal, 
Director of Research and Innovation 

 

HR Manager and Director of 
Research and Innovation had 
prepared a report which is on 
the agenda for today’s meeting 
– ACTION COMPLETED 

BOM0921/15 Bank Loan - Director of Finance and Audit 
to 1. provide a statement showing a breakdown of 
figures in order that the Board can compare the penalty 
to be paid for early repayment against the interest costs 
to be paid if the loan is allowed to run until its term, 2. 
circulate the legal advice received and 3. prepare a report 
for the Board’s consideration at its next 
meeting.     Director of Finance and Audit 

Director of Finance and Audit 
advised that he had been 
unable to get written 
undertakings from the Bank.  It 
was agreed that this action be 
removed on the basis that the 
loan will be declared in the due 
diligence report prepared as 
part of the RICM process and it 
was agreed that the action be 
closed – ACTION CLOSED  

BOM1221/07 HISA Report - HISA Representative to 
report back to Board member on the question of 
chaplaincy at North Highland College. HISA 
Representative 

HISA Chief Executive had 
advised Board Secretary of the 
position and Board Secretary 
had advised the member who 
made the enquiry – ACTION 
COMPLETED 

 

5. Report by Student Member 
There was circulated report HR0622/05 by the HISA representative and student member 
updating the Committee on HISA activities following the last meeting of the Board. 

The Board noted that this was Sophie-Ann’s last report to the Board as her term of office is 
coming to an end.  Sophie-Ann went through the main areas of her report.  The Board noted 
that there had been some improvement in the travel situation with an increase in more 
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convenient buses, and that now that more landlords are coming on board the accommodation 
situation also appeared to be improving.  Sophie-Ann also reported that £280 had been raised 
for the Stepping Stones, mental health facility which will be presented soon.   

The Chair proposed that a motion of thanks for Sophie-Ann’s good works be recorded.  This 
was agreed by all members.   

 
6. Academic Partnership Agreement 

The Board Chair reported that the draft Academic Partnership Agreement between North 
Highland College and UHI had been circulated to Board members on 11th May 2022 following 
which some minor amendments had been sent to and accepted by UHI.  In the absence of 
further comment from Board members, it was agreed that the Agreement be signed by the 
Chair and Principal on behalf of the College when the principal document is received. 

 
7. Students Carers Policy 

There was circulated report BOM0622/08 recommending that the Board approve the Student 
Carers Policy as recommended by the Learning, Teaching and Research Committee.  The 
Board so agreed. 

 
8. Reports from Committees 

The Board was invited to note the terms of reports from Committees as follows: 
 
8.1. Audit and Risk Management Committee - 18th May, 2022 – the Committee Chair 
explained that Committee members had been low in number at the last meeting, and 
highlighted decisions made in relation to the Internal Audit Action Plan and the Internal Audit 
Action tracker.  Three internal audit reports had been submitted to the Committee, two of 
which had been very positive.  Staff Recruitment and CPD had a substantial assurance which 
was testament to the good work of the Executive group and the work of John Hook and the 
Human Resources Committee particularly in relation to CPD.  Risk Management had also 
received a substantial assurance.  The Committee Chair commended the Principal and 
Executive Group were commended for the work done in relation to the Risk Register.  The third 
report, which related to Internal Audit Follow Up Review, had given cause for concern due to 
apparently limited progress in implementing previous recommendations in relation to 
Opportunity Management.  The issue was one of the implementation, rather than of risk.  
Recommendations had been marked as completed at the November Committee meeting when 
in fact they should have been marked as closed due to having been superseded due to changing 
priorities.  The issue had been clarified by the Principal and the Committee agreed that the 
actions be closed.  The external audit plan had been agreed, some actions in the external audit 
tracker had been closed, and it had been agreed to extend the contract with Wylie Bisset as 
internal auditors for a further year.  The position of risks in the Corporate Risk Register had 
been agreed, and the Merger Risk Register had been noted.   
 
At this point, the Chair referred to the decision of UHI Court to extend Jim McGillivray’s period 
of Board membership until the date of the merger in 2023.  The Board approved the decision 
of Court and joined with the Chair in thanking Mr McGillivray for his commitment to the Board 
and in particular for his work as a member of the Audit and Risk Management Committee.  
The Board noted the report from the Audit and Risk Management Committee.     
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8.2. Finance and General Purposes Committee - 25th May, 2022 – in the absence of the 
Committee Chair, the Board Chair reported on the actions arising from the meeting, 
mentioning in particular the carbon management report, the capital budget and the estates 
strategy.  The Chair stated that the RICM process is absorbing officer time which meant that 
the less than critical reports remain outstanding.  UNESCO World Heritage bid was supported 
by the Committee.  A suggestion had been made by a member at the Committee meeting that 
the Committee should make a standing resolution on solvency at each meeting, providing 
assurance that UHI North Highland will be able to meet its debts when they fall due.  This 
matter had been referred to Roger Sendall who had provided a response which the Board 
Secretary circulated to members during the meeting.  The Board noted the position.   

 

8.3. Learning, Teaching and Research Committee - 1st June, 2022 – the Committee Chair 
reported that for understandable, personal reasons, neither the Principal nor the Director of 
Learning and Teaching had been present at the Committee meeting.  The Committee Chair 
expressed gratitude to the Director of External Engagement and Facilities for attending instead.  
She said that the meeting had been a full one, and highlighted the main points as follows.  The 
meeting began with an address by Dr John Bowditch from Education Scotland, reporting on the 
Education Scotland Progress Visit which had a satisfactory outcome.  The matters requiring 
attention were mostly known to the College anyway, and all were being followed up.  The 
Director of Research and Innovation had given a very informative and thought-provoking 
address on Research Excellence Funding (REF), and had also presented the Pipeline report 
which stressed the importance of research.  The ongoing uncertainty around the possibility of 
SFC clawback due to a shortfall in credit targets was noted as was the satisfactory information 
on student numbers coming from the Energy and Built Environment section.   Some wellbeing 
issues were referred to HR Committee.  No changes were made to the risk register.  The Board 
noted the position. 

      

8.4. Human Resources Committee - 8th June, 2022 – the Committee Chair highlighted key 
points from the report.  There was continued progress on Performance Development Review 
training.  Staff turnover exits had reduced slightly from the previous period.  In rolling academic 
year the turnover at UHI North Highland was around 10.6 per cent.    This compared favourably 
when benchmarked against other similar organisations in the sector where the turnover was 
17 per cent.  Attendance performance, in rolling year was 1.8 per cent against a benchmark 
figure of 2.8 per cent.  While not complacent it was pleasing to note that there were no 
significant issues.    Some potential wellbeing issues raised at LTR Committee were noted.  The 
Committee Chair stated that the Committee were encouraged by the confidential wellbeing 
services, including the 24 hour counselling service available to staff, and which are detailed in 
the Staff Rewards and Wellbeing Handbook.  Mr Hook also referred to the progress in National 
Bargaining, and in the Job Evaluation scheme.   

The Board noted the terms of the reports from the Committees.  

  

9. ERI Grading Paper 
There was circulated to members only a confidential report BOM0622/06 by the Human 
Resources Manager on ERI Grading.   
 
The Director of Research and Innovation explained that the original report on this matter had 
been presented to the Board of Management in April 2021.  At that time, there had been 
general support from the Board for the proposal with a request that further work be done. 
Later in the year 2021, Joe Wright, the Human Resources Manager at that time left UHI North 
Highland, and the required further work had now been completed by the current Human 
Resources Manager, Vicky Ferguson.   
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The Director then handed over to the Human Resources Manager who explained that it had 
become clear that the current ERI career structure is not working successfully.  Issues arise 
around external recognition, external funding, career development, and staff turnover. 
Research had been carried out into pay scales and the terms and conditions of employment 
offered to research workers engaged by the other UHI partners but no solution was found.  The 
HR Manager therefore suggested that the UCEA scale and system be adopted as outlined in 
the report.  This scale and system would provide fair, recognised spine ranges and job titles 
associated with each grade which are then applied routinely as increments annually.  In 
addition, research staff holiday allocations and research staff notice periods would be applied, 
all as set out in the report. 
 
The Director of Research and Innovation explained that notice periods currently depend on the 
seniority of a post and said that problems ensue if research staff leave at one month’s notice.  
 
The HR Manager explained that during the transition period there will be funding implications 
as all fundings currently comes from grants.   
 
The HR Manager asked the Board for permission to consult with the ERI staff on the possibility 
of moving on to the UCEA scale with the terms and conditions set out in the report.  She asked 
the Board to be allowed to map the existing posts to grades on the UCEA scale and structure, 
and then to come back to the Board with a sound business case, and the costs of transfer to 
the new structure.  The HR Manager invited the Director to speak on the Research Excellence 
Framework. 
 
The Director of Research and Innovation explained that the ERI had recently been scored 
positively in the Research Excellence Framework.  The submission went up 50 per cent from 
2014.  The REF scores on three different elements, the Quality of the output, the Impact of the 
output, and the Environment.  The Quality measure had increased.  The Environment section 
of the score includes an assessment of the staff’s terms and conditions of employment and the 
facilities available.  In the case of the ERI, the terms and conditions of employment of ERI staff 
had resulted in a lower REF score for the Environment element.           

 
During discussion, Board members noted the importance of finding out whether the ERI staff 
are content with the proposed scale, noting the Director’s assurance that the proposed scale 
has the widest acceptance across the academic sector.  The Principal explained that 
consultation with the unions is necessary, and that there must be clarity as to whether the ERI 
staff are within or outwith the scope of National Bargaining.   
 
The Board agreed that the Human Resources Manager consult with ERI staff on the proposals 
in the Recommendation section of the report, and report back to the Board in due course for 
final approval. 
 
Action – Human Resources Manager to consult with ERI staff and unions on the proposals in 
the Recommendation section of the report and report back to the Board.     

 

 
10. Risk Register 

There was circulated report BOM0622/10 by the Director of External Engagement and Facilities 
on behalf of the Principal providing Board members with monitoring information regarding 
College risks identified in the register. 

The Board noted the terms of the report, and in particular the key observation in relation to 
Risk NHC/R/001 that the financial implications of not meeting credit and FTE targets are 
unknown due to the uncertainty over the Scottish Funding Council’s clawback position.    
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11. Board Chair Update 
RICM Project - The Board Chair reported that the RICM project is progressing well. He thanked 
everyone for the sheer amount of input to the project and the hard work which had been done.   
 
The future of UHI – The Board Chair referred to the recent, constructive meeting held in Nairn, 
where he said progress had been made, and said that an announcement is imminent.  He asked 
all members to be prepared to take an active role in shaping the future of the organisation and 
to keep up to date with the communications received.  He said that the RICM is seen as a 
positive step.  In response to a question from a member as to whether it was appropriate to 
proceed with work towards the merger when the future of UHI is uncertain, the Chair said that 
although he didn’t have all the information just now on a possible restructure of UHI, or the 
particular model which might be chosen, he had heard nothing in discussion to indicate that 
the RICM would not proceed.  The Principal said that communication will be improved and 
three scenarios will be presented in August.  She stressed that the discussions had been very 
positive, that staff who had been consulted had a positive attitude to the possibility of change, 
and that the input from a student member had led to a more positive approach from the 
different partners.   
 
Welcome to Tom Duff – the Board Chair welcomed Tom Duff, the new Director of Learning and 
Teaching, to his first meeting of the Board of Management, and apologised for not having done 
so earlier in the meeting. The Chair invited Tom to address the meeting.  Tom explained that 
he was excited to join UHI North Highland, stating that he had already had some experience of 
UHI during his time at Orkney College.  Tom said that he has an interest in how staff and 
students are supported, and looks forward to moving forward with hybrid learning, being 
involved in the RICM and in taking forward some changes.  The Chair said he looked forward 
to working with Tom, and he emphasised the importance of keeping a very clear focus on the 
student experience. 
 
UHI Foundation – Graham Birnie said that the UHI Foundation is seeking new members.  He 
said that he had already completed four years.  The Chair thanked Mr Birnie for his 
commitment to the Foundation and asked Mr Birnie to remain on the Foundation for one more 
year.  Mr Birnie so agreed.  The Director of Research and Innovation noted that there is 
currently no staff member from UHI North Highland on the Foundation.  The Chair asked the 
Principal to investigate whether such an appointment will be appropriate in light of changes 
currently being made, and if so to take the appointment forward.  
Action – Principal to investigate whether a UHI North Highland staff member should join the 
UHI Foundation, and if so, to take forward the appointment. 
 
Principal – the Principal thanked the Board for their support and good wishes following her 
recent bereavement  

 
Retiring HISA member – Sophie-Ann Bain thanked the Board members for their support during 
her term of office, stating that she felt the position had aided her personal development.  
Sophie-Ann was particularly grateful for the opportunity to co-chair a Board meeting.  The 
Board wished Sophie-Ann well for the future.       

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
  

 
12. Freedom of Information Report 
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The Board Secretary reported that three Freedom of Information requests had been received 
since the last meeting of the Board, and all three had received timeous responses.  There were 
currently no outstanding Freedom of Information requests.    The Board members noted the 
position.  

 
There being no further business, the meeting closed at 5.30 pm 
 
 

Chair 
  

  
 

 

   
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

  ACTION SHEET FOLLOWING BOARD OF MANAGEMENT MEETING ON 15TH JUNE 2022 

Action and Responsible Person Current Status  

BOM0622/06 Academic Partnership Agreement - the 
Agreement be signed by the Chair and Principal on 
behalf of the College when the principal document is 
received  Chair and Principal 

 

BOM0622/09 ERI Grading Paper - Human Resources 
Manager to consult with ERI staff and unions on the 
proposals in the Recommendation section of the report 
and report back to the Board   HR Manager  

 

UHI Foundation – The Chair asked the Principal to 
investigate whether appointment of a staff member 
from UHI North Highland to the Foundation will be 
appropriate in light of changes currently being made, 
and if so to take forward the making of the appointment  
Principal  
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