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MINUTES OF THE EXTRAORDINARY MEETING OF THE BOARD OF MANAGEMENT 

held on Wednesday 27th July at 4 pm over Microsoft Teams    
 

Present 
 

Robbie Rowantree, Board Chair 
Graham Birnie, Vice Chair 
Anna McInnes,  
Darren MacLeod  
Heather McLean 
Ian MacEachern 
Jim McGillivray 
Ken Wong 
John Hook  
Judith Crow 
Dr Peter Hylton 
Shona MacDougall  
Stephen Murby Wright  
 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Audit  
Fiona Sinclair, Secretary to the Board of Management 
 

  

Meeting minutes 

1. Apologies for absence 
Apologies for absence were intimated on behalf of Debbie Murray the Principal, and David 
Beaton, Independent member of the Board, also on behalf of Giles Huby the Director of 
External Engagement and Facilities, Stuart Gibb the Director of Research and Innovation, and 
Tom Duff the Director of Learning and Teaching.  
 
The Chair welcomed two new members to the Board – Andrew, Skene, the new HISA 
representative and student member, and Darren MacLeod, the new staff member.  It was 
noted that Andrew had earlier in the afternoon attended the Extraordinary Meeting of the 
Finance and General Purposes Committee as an observer but was not present at this meeting.   

 

 
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. Capital Budget 1 April 2022 to 31 March 2023   
There was circulated report FGP0722/03 by the Director of Finance and Audit inviting the Board 
of Management to approve the Capital Funding and Expenditure Budget for the year 1 April 
2022 to 31 March 2023.  It was noted that the report and draft Budget had been considered in 
detail by the Finance and General Purposes Committee at a Committee meeting prior to the 
meeting of the Board of Management.  
 
The Director explained that as set out in the report, he still had no information on the amount 
of BIS funding which would be available for the Environmental Research Institute to spend on 
research equipment and maintenance.  He also said that there may be changes to the 
allocations listed in the report as the list of works will be amended in response to changing 
priorities as directed by the Director of External Engagement and Facilities and the Estates 
Manager.  For example, after the list had been compiled, it had transpired that upgrading works 
may be required to the ventilation systems in the construction and engineering wings of the 
ETEC building to ensure that the systems remain legally compliant.  Consequently, it may not 
be possible to complete some other planned works on the list.    
 
The Director explained that although there is a lengthy priority list for capital spend, and that 
details of the list will be shared with the Finance and General Purposes Committee, it is 
important for the Board to note that priorities for capital spend can change if College facilities 
cease to comply with current legal or regulatory requirements, and that the list which is to be 
provided will be the best that can be produced based on the available information at the time 
that the list is produced.   The Director explained that if commitment to particular projects is 
made too early in the year, this can mean that there are no funds left for essential works 
projects which arise later.  
 
There followed questions from members, and it was noted that although the preparatory work 
for tarmac at the Burghfield Development has been done, there may be a possibility of 
disposing of an area of land there to a developer and this would result in a capital receipt.  
There was a feeling among some members that some of the robust language used by the 
Director in his report was inappropriate, particularly in relation to the description of the UHI 
partnership as “inefficient”.   
 
It was noted and agreed   

• that the UHI model with its system of top-slicing from its partner colleges, was indeed an 
inefficient model,  

• that the proposed RICM is a step in the right direction to improve efficiency, 

• that considerable efficiencies in the form of staff severances are likely to be required going 
forward, 

• that although there will be no compulsory redundancies during the merger process, 
compulsory redundancies may be required at a later time, and  

• that going forward, decisions will require to be taken on a case by case basis as to whether 
vacant posts require to be filled.   
 
Following their discussion, and subject to the foregoing, the Board agreed to approve the 
Capital Funding and Expenditure Budget for the year 1 April 2022 to 31 March 2023 as had 
been recommended in the report.     
 
 

4. Revenue Budget 1 August 2022 – 31 July 2023  
There was circulated report FGP0722/04 by the Director of Finance and Audit inviting the Board 
of Management to approve the Revenue Income and Expenditure Budget for the year 1 August 
2022 to 31 July 2023.  It was noted that the report and draft Budget had been considered in 
detail by the Finance and General Purposes Committee prior to the meeting of the Board and 
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the Finance and General Purposes Committee had recommended to the Board that the draft 
budget be approved.   
 
The Director explained that in the Scottish Government five-year projections for capital, the 
funding is declining over the period, while for Revenue the funding is flat for five years.  These 
figures do not include a £300,000 cut in staffing.  Many of the figures in the budget could go 
up or down.  For example, there may be a reduction in income from course fees, and perhaps 
an increase in income at the business development unit, while the Environmental Research 
institute may generate more savings.  The Director said that his main concern in the budget is 
the staff cost drivers. The budget includes an allowance for a three per cent increase in staff 
salaries for the year.  If there is flat funding and pay rises of more than three per cent, the 
Director stated that there’s a “penalistic” situation.   The Director said that he usually budgets 
cautiously and in the past, deficits have been less than he has predicted but at the same time 
he is trying to be realistic.  Looking ahead, some sources of “one off” funding are about to end.  
For example, the Foundation is about to finish, and recently cyber insurance has been boosting 
income, but this too will end.  If there are no cuts to staff, the College will be handing over a 
nasty situation to the merged institution, and even with cuts the situation will not be healthy 
so the possibility of cutting staff will be considered on an ongoing basis.  For the year, 2022 to 
2023, a clawback of funding due to under delivery of FE targets is being included in 2021-22 
accounts, although the Director has been told that the SFC will not decide until December 2022 
whether a clawback will take place.  Therefore, the accounts for this year will probably show a 
loss.  However, he said that he was hopeful that the SFC will, considering that there is to be flat 
funding or five years, decide not to claw back funding.   
 
The Director said that the combined effect of flat funding with the possibility of pay rises, rising 
inflation and other difficulties in the college sector, painted a bleak picture, and no decisions 
have been made as to where cuts are to hit.  He suggested that some of his intemperate 
language in the report should be smoothed out but emphasised that, as stated in the report, 
UHI North Highland in its current status is unsustainable.  He said that there can only be so 
many job losses before the College can no longer function and becomes unsustainable.  He 
suggested that there should have been more changes four or five years ago.   
 
The Director invited questions on this report.  
 
One member expressed concern about being asked to approve an unsustainable budget, albeit 
that it had been explained that UHI North Highland is not sustainable as a stand-alone 
institution, and asked whether the merged institution following the Rural and Islands College 
Merger will eventually become financially sustainable.   
 
The Director responded to say that given the commitment to “no compulsory redundancies” 
during the merger process, he is unsure as to whether the merged institution will be financially 
viable.  He said that he has concerns that the planned Voluntary Severance Scheme will not 
bring enough of a reduction in staff, nor will it necessarily target the staff which the Board 
requires it to target.  He said that while the budget is a deficit budget, there are a number of 
underpinning actions which will try to get the budget to the best place it can be.  The Board 
Chair said that as a partner college of UHI, the College’s finances are underpinned by UHI as 
Regional Strategic Body, and assistance could be sought from the RSB.   
 
Other members felt that the Merger will improve the situation but it won’t solve the problems.  
The Chair said that UHI North Highland is in a similar situation to a number of other colleges, 
and said that the merger will address some of the issues while UHI can assist with some others. 
An other member suggested that the College should cut some non-viable courses, and align 
provision of courses with merging partners.   
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Another member said that when budgeting, the Director should have noted the activities which 
must be carried out, and considered what the College could perhaps stop doing to save some 
money.  He said that there is a projected £420,000 deficit, and there is also a possibility of 
selling some land but there is no strong recommendation in the report, nor are the numbers 
always backed up by narrative.   
 
In response, the Director said that in terms of curriculum he had done a detailed exercise earlier 
in the year to see what had been costed.  He had considered staff costs on both teaching and 
professional sides, and said he knows where the College is weak.  Courses with six or seven 
students just don’t deliver the bottom line.  There is ongoing discussion with merging partners 
on networking on FE eg on business and other soft subjects, as well as on HE.  He also advised 
that in terms of actual budget deficit, the College can reduce staff but if there is too much of a 
reduction in staff then the College won’t be able to function.  He went on to explain that the 
UHI North Highland is part of the UHI partnership and that 35 per cent of the North Highland 
funding is top-sliced, and goes to UHI in return for the Executive Office support.  The figure 
works out at over £1.2million.  However, the Executive Office is there for a function so it’s 
important to strike the right balance on this, to find out if the top-slice figure can be reduced.  
The Director had looked at a federal partnership model to reduce top slice.  Other workstreams 
had considered increased mergers or hiving off HE to achieve the same objective.  The Director 
explained that there is a limit to staff reductions which can be carried out at the College, other 
partners would need to have reductions too.  But the College also needs to generate more 
income too in a situation where the economy is not in great shape.   
 
Members welcomed the Director’s frank description of the situation, and noted that the 35 per 
cent top slice is not articulated in the report.   
 
The Board Chair reminded members of the College’s recognised social and economic benefit 
to the community which also justify the funding the College receives.  He said that Board 
members should be able to explain the “softer” benefits of the College to stakeholders and 
make it clear that the College is not just about money.  We need to strike a fine balance on 
these points.  The merger is a part of the journey to make a sustainable institution.  It’s an 
opportunity for UHI and other colleges to show what can be done.  For that reason the College 
should make strong arguments to politicians and the SFC for support for the RICM.  He said 
that if UHI North Highland and the RICM process can make a rural college work with its 
geography, the SFC should lend its support too.      
 
The Board Chair referred to a statement in the report that the College is not financially viable, 
and said that as the Board has to make a statement in the annual accounts to say that the 
College is a going concern it would be useful to mitigate the language in the report in such a 
way that captures the fact that the College is not currently looking at a good outcome without 
saying that the College is vulnerable.  Another member cautioned that if there is concern that 
the College is not a going concern, then that concern should be flagged up in the annual 
accounts.  The Director said that the auditors are aware of the position, and may qualify the 
going concern statement in the accounts anyway, as in considering the position, the auditors 
will consider the period to 2024.  The Director did however say that he would revisit the 
wording of the report.   
 
After lengthy discussion, the Board agreed to accept the comments of the Finance Committee 
and approved the College’s draft 2022-23 Revenue Income and Expenditure Budget, as had 
been recommended in the report.    
 
There being no further business, the meeting closed at 4.55 pm.     
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