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UNNAPROVED DRAFT MINUTE OF THE BOARD OF MANAGEMENT MEETING 

held on Wednesday 11th December 2019 at 16:00 T.06 Conference Room, Thurso Campus 
 

Present 
 

Mr Blair Sandison, Chair 
Mr Graham Birnie 
Mr Robbie Rowantree 
Mr Matthew Groves  
Cllr Jim McGillivray (V/C) 
Ms Tessa Palmer 
Ms Tia Cannop 
Ms Heather McLean  
Mr Patrick Murray 
Mr Donald MacBeath 
 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Ms Debbie Murray, Director of Enterprise and Innovation  
Ms Anne Bremner, Director of Learning and Quality 
Mr Giles Huby, Director of ETEC  
Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates  
Mr Struan Mackie, Secretary to the Board 
 

 
  Preliminaries 

 
  The Chair welcomed Board Members to the meeting and for the attendance of members across the 

two days for the Board of Management Away Day. 
   

 1 Apologies 
  Apologies had been received from Mr Davidson, Mr Kerr, Ms Fryett, Ms Bremner and Professor Gibb. 

   
 2 Declarations of Interest  
  Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda and that that a 

declaration could be made at any point throughout the meeting as appropriate. 
   
   
 3 Draft Minute of the previous meeting (18/09/19) 

  With the addition of Matthew Groves to the ‘attended’ list the minute was amended, proposed by Mr 
Murray and seconded by Mr Groves. 
   

 4 Actions Arising from the previous meeting 
  BoM0619/2- The Principal seek a new programme Board representative for NHC. 

 
The College Principal noted that the programme Board will be repopulated after the Christmas break 
and the composition will be issued to Members at this time. The Action was closed. 
 
BoM0919/1 – Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality to provide an online link to compliance 
training. 
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The matter was raised by the College Secretary who noted that the online compliance training for 
equality was not working on NHC / UHI devices at this time. Access was to be reviewed and a ticket had 
been raised with the appropriate team. Action ongoing. 
 
BoM0919/2 – Board Secretary to recirculate the Procurement of Internal Audit document to members 
of the Audit and Risk Management Committee.  
 
The College Secretary noted that in the absence of both the Chair and Vice-Chair of Audit and Risk 
Management at the last full board of management, the document was circulated by email and a 
decision was made to pursue collaborative procurement. Action closed. 
 
BoM0919/3 – Board Secretary to circulate FFR document to members prior to the SFC submission 
deadline.  
 
The College Secretary confirmed that the FFR document had been circulated to members. Action 
closed. 
 
BoM0919/4 - Board Secretary to circulate the amended Board of Management timetable (including 
the additional F&GP meeting, prior to budget). 
 
The Board Secretary noted the new timetable, as issued in September and all updates (with the 
exception of listing the new Finance and General Purposed Committee meeting, were also live on the 
College website). Action closed. 
 
 

 5    NHC Year End Accounts 
  The Director of Finance and Estates provided Members with an overview of the NHC Year End accounts, 

circulating physical copies to those present at the meeting. 
 
Mr Ferrier noted that there has been ongoing dialogue with the External Auditors (Ernst & Young) over 
a number of items contained in the accounts. These delays had contributed to the accounts being 
circulated later than expected. 
 
The banking covenant was a concern for auditors and the classification of the debt had been questioned 
moving from ‘long term liabilities’ to ‘short term liabilities’. The College Principal noted that risk 
associated with the loan covenant being broken, although unlikely (given the favourable interest rate 
for the bank) would be significant, given that the loan term has 14 years left to return. As requested by 
the Board, assurance from UHI for support, in the event of the loan being called in, had been sought.  
 
The Principal noted that in such event, the loan would be ‘taken on’ by the University and it would be 
recommended to the Assembly that that this would be done with no financial detriment to the North 
Highland College. The Board noted that this coverage was welcome news and that having the loan 
classified correctly was of the upmost importance. 
 
Mr Ferrier noted that Committee attendance had been updated in the ‘Governance narrative’ and that 
this was in line with the figures provided previously. The College Secretary noted that this was in line 
with he figures provided previously to Committee but in a disaggregated format. The Internal Audit 
year end assessment was added to the document and further narrative on going concern. 
 
Further to the main body of the accounts, a management letter signed by the Director of Finance, 
College Principal and Board Chair would be sent on behalf of the College. This outlines areas that have 
been non-adjusted this position would be positive £42,000. 
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The Chair requested the approval of the North Highland College Board of Management to sign the Year 
End Accounts for 2018/19. The Board approved. 
 
The Year End Accounts were signed by the Chair of North Highland College and the College Principal, 
witnessed by the present members of the North Highland College Board of Management. 

 6 Terms of Reference Reviews (F&GP and LTR) 
  The Board Secretary provided a brief overview to the paper and noted that the Terms of Reference 

review had now been completed for all strategic Committees. 
 
The Secretary advised that the only amendment to the standing orders proposed under review was 
brought forward by the Finance and General Purposes Committee (Ms Palmer) on the 27th of 
November. 
 
This amendment was to provide joint responsibility for current and future teaching spaces for both the 
Finance and General Purposes Committee and Learning, Teaching and Research Committees.  
 
The College Secretary sought endorsement from the NHC Board of Management for the new Terms of 
Reference for the Finance and General Purposes Committee, as presented in the paper. And requests 
that a provisional ToR for Learning, Teaching and Research to be circulated for the next Committee 
Meeting (18th March). The Board of Management agreed. 
 
 
Action – The College Secretary to prepare a paper for the Learning, Teaching and Research 
Committee outlining the proposed new Terms of Reference. 
 
 

   

 7 Risk Register 
   

The College Principal provided an overview to the corporate Risk Register noting that as per established 
practice the monitoring of the ‘risk areas’ were conducted by the appropriate Committees within the 
current board cycle. 
 
The College Secretary noted that the Risk Register was presented for ‘endorsement’ and that the item 
would be classified differently on future agenda items as ‘items for decision’ did not best reflect what 
was required of the Board. 
 
The Chair of Audit and Risk Management noted that within the Committee business, the Risk Register 
had been robustly reviewed and monitored and that the contents provided was a true reflection of the 
risks associated with the College at this time. 
 
The Secretary noted that all Risk Register items coming before either the Board of Management or its’ 
Committees would now be taken as an ‘Item for decision’, even if the proposal is to maintain the 
current risk values.  
 
 
This board endorsed the Risk Register. 
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 8 Draft Committee Minutes 
 
Audit and Risk Management / Finance & General Purposes Committee 

   
The Chair of the Audit and Risk Management Committee provided an overview of the join ARM and 
F&GP meeting in November. 
 
The Committee had engaged constructively with both the internal (TIAA) and the external auditors 
(E&Y) who were both present at the meeting. Without the Executive team present, the Committee had 
also had discussions with the External Auditor as part of the Year End Account process. This opportunity 
was welcomed, and the importance of this dialogue was stressed by the Chair. 
 
Mr Rowantree noted that there were a number of areas where the Committee had disagreed with the 
recommendations / findings contained within the internal audit reporting and had sought clarification 
on these from the auditor. The College Secretary noted that 4 of the 5 recommendations had been 
agreed by the Committee and that until further information was forthcoming the 5th recommendation 
would not be accepted. 
 
The aforementioned Risk Register had been scrutinised at the meeting, with the College Principal 
providing an in-depth review of all areas of risk, as required. 
 
 
The Chair of Finance and General Purposes Committee provide an overview of the F&GP business 
conducted at Committee, highlighting the current actions outstanding, as presented in the draft 
minutes. 
 
No offer had yet been tabled for Ross House and this was a key factor in a number of the actions 
remaining outstanding, but provision had been made to ensure that Committee could meet in a timely 
matter in the event of any offer. 
 
In lieu of the Ross House item (10), further discussion and clarity would be provided at this time. 
 
Learning, Teaching and Research Committee 
 
The Chair of Learning Teaching and Research provided an overview of the Committee held on the 4th 
of December, outlining the two outstanding items as presented in the draft minute. 
 
Recruitment figures and credits for further education and higher education was presented to 
Committee and that efforts were being made to meet the projected shortfalls were outlined by the 
Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality. 
 
The Risk Register was reviewed as per the Committees brief, with a number of exciting developments, 
particularly around new and developing courses. Although a number of LTR specific risk areas were still 
within the ‘red’ categories. 
 
The funding position for Research was noted as being on a positive trajectory and that the ERI 
newsletter, which outlined the recent work of the institute as well as the academic literature published 
was extensive. Lastly, Tia from HIISA had provided an update on the work she had been conducting in 
her role and what was being proposed regionally across the partnership for students. 
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Human Resources Committee 
 
In the absence of the Chair of the Human Resources Committee, the College Secretary provided a brief 
overview of the Committee business. 
 
The College Secretary outlined that the Fair Work Convention had been raised at the meeting as ‘the 
standard’ some trade unions were wishing to have applied within further and higher education. The 
convention was already in place across the Scottish Government Civil Service and under the national 
bargaining framework, there was clear motivations to see this extended to ‘arms-length’ and wholly 
government funded organisations. 
 
The College Principal noted that the HR Manager had attended the employer association meeting. 
 
The Chair indicated that as a non-governmental body, the direction of travel was very clear and that as 
part of the grant funding agreement it was likely that any changes would be mandated or directed as 
a condition of the funding in future years.  
 

   
 10 Dornoch Project Update 
   

The Director of Business Development presented the paper, outlining to members that the joint 
Finance and General Purposes and Audit and Risk Management Committee have committed to a capital 
exposure of £125,000. 
 
The Director provided an overview to the funding position, reporting that the College has secured 
investments totalling £2,204,772 (from the University of the Highlands and Islands strategic investment 
fund and the Scottish Colleges Foundation) for the project and that only the ‘outstanding’ capital was 
from the £3000,000 grant from Highlands and Islands Enterprise. The initial timescales and 
expectations for the HIE funding had been missed, which was regrettable but indicated that delaying 
the project in anticipation of that funding carried alternative risks for the College. 
 
Due to the current project timescales for entry in the next academic year, the costs of staff and student 
relocation and increased constructions costs of 3% per annum project; the decision made by the 
Finance and General Purposes Committee was to commit the College to the capital expenditure at this 
time. 
 
The Director of Finance noted the degree of risk related to the grant funding being further delayed by 
the regional development agency, although the Executive would seek cashflow support from UHI to 
mitigate any cash issues arising from any delay attributable to the Ross House sale. The Director also 
noted the significant effort made by the Project Board and by NHC Board Members and Staff around 
value engineering and ensuring that costs were managed. 
 
The Board Chair stressed that the Finance and General Purposes Committee and the Audit and Risk 
Management Committee had taken the decision understanding the complete risks associated with 
both committing to the Dornoch Project but also the risks in further delaying the programme. Given 
the positive trajectory of student numbers in Dornoch and the very real risk of increased construction 
costs attributable to putting the programme on hold any further, it was in the College’s interest to 
ensure that the facility was available for students during the next academic year. 
 
The Chair also stated that programme of works was a significant milestone for the Board of 
Management and for the College. The facility had been discussed at length for many years and seeing 
it realised would create a great asset for the North Highlands. However, hand-in-hand with the decision 
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to progress was a need to ensure that in the most robust way possible that the project was delivered 
on time and on budget, with no exceptions. 
 
Mr Murray enquired whether the contract would include penalty clauses. The Chair of Finance and 
General Purposes confirmed that standard clauses were present in the contract and that there were 
six milestones identified, which would be reported to the Board of Management and the appropriate 
Committees. The contract was build-only and that this created the best environment to realise the 
project on-time and on-budget. 
 
The Board noted the update provided by the Director of Business Development. 
 
 

   
 11 Chairman’s items 
   

Mr Sandison noted that there was a number of staff who has taken the opportunity to come and speak 
to Board Members during the drop-in session, immediately prior to the Board of Management meeting. 
 
Mr Rowntree had noted the concerns, which ranged from serious concerns about national bargaining, 
the provision of crèche facilities, support staff and Executive pay settlements. All of these issues and 
the background information had been passed to the Board Secretary who would action them 
individually with the appropriate members of NHC staff. 
 
The Chair noted that Principal would be sending a message to all staff and students as part of his 
Christmas update and welcomed that the Dornoch Project would be included on this. 
 
Board recruitment was raised as an ongoing area to explore, with a new round of recruitment being 
sanctioned in the new year. All members were asked to consider individuals with skills that would be 
beneficial to the College and that particular efforts made to encourage underrepresented parties would 
be most welcome. 
 
Thanks were extended by the Board to Mr David Olds, who’s term on the Board of Management was 
ending in December. A new member of staff for the Board of Management would be sought and that 
this process was in the early stages. 
 

   

 13 AOCB 
   

   
  There being no other business the meeting closed at 17:15 
    

   Date of next Meeting: 15th April 2019 
      
     

 
   
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
Information recorded in College minutes are subject to release under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 
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(FOI(S)A).  Certain exemptions apply: financial information relating to procurement items still under tender, legal 
advice from College lawyers, items related to national security.   
 
Notes taken to help record minutes are also subject to Freedom of Information requests, and should be destroyed as 
soon as minutes are approved. 
 
Status of Minutes Open   Closed   
 
An open item is one over which there would be no issues for the College in releasing the information to the public in 
response to a freedom of information request.   
 
A closed item is one that contains information that could be withheld from release to the public because an exemption 
under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 applies.   
 
The College may also be asked for information contained in minutes about living individuals, under the terms of the 
Data Protection Act 1988.  It is important that fact, rather than opinion, is recorded.   
 
Do the minutes contain items which may be contentious under the terms of the Data Protection Act 1988?  
Yes   No   
 


