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UNNAPROVED DRAFT MINUTE OF THE BOARD OF MANAGEMENT MEETING 

held on Wednesday 15th April 2020 on Microsoft Teams 

Present 
 

Mr Blair Sandison, Chair 
Mr Graham Birnie 
Mr Robbie Rowantree 
Mr Matthew Groves  
Ms Tessa Palmer 
Ms Heather McLean  
Mr Patrick Murray 
Mr Donald MacBeath 
Mr Magnus Davidson 
Ms Tia Cannop 
Mr Darren MacLeod (Shadow Member) 
 
 

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 thanked those attending for embracing the 

new digital board format, which has proved testing for many. 
 
Before moving onto the items tabled, the Chair of the Board of Management invited the College 
Principal to provide Members with an update on activities since the outbreak of COVID-19. 
 
The College Principal noted that since the University announced the closure of campuses and the 
suspension of physical learning a matter of weeks ago, the College had undergone a period of fast-
paced and sustained transition. 
 
Although much of the mitigation activities were outlined in both the corporate and COVID-19 risk 
registers, the College Principal noted the  

   

 1 Apologies 
  Apologies had been received from Mr Rowantree, Mr Kerr and Ms Freyett. 
   
 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. 
   

The Director of Finance and Estates, Mr Ferrier, noted that under item 5 there was a proposal to 
materially change in his role and contributing or discussing this item this would represent a direct 
interest. 
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The Chair noted Mr Ferrier’ declaration but disagreed that it presented a conflict. It was stated that 
the Directors contribution to the item would be to the benefit of Board Members in understanding 
the proposal in greater detail and ascertaining the thoughts of Finance staff who will have to 
implement the initiative, if passed. 

   
 3 Draft Minute of the previous meeting (15/04/20) 
  The minute was agreed, proposed by the Chair and seconded by Mr Murray. 

   
 4 Actions Arising from the previous meeting 
   

BoM0919/1- Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality to provide an online link to compliance 
training. 
 
The College Secretary noted that all Board Members were now in receipt of UHI issued email addresses 
and that all NHC/UHI training materials could be accessed internally using these credentials. A link to 
the training would be issued in due course: probably conducted in tandem with the on boarding process 
for new Board of Management Members (in June or July). The Action was closed. 
 
BoM1220/1 – Board Secretary to prepare a revised Terms of Reference for the Learning, Teaching and 
Research Committee. 
 
The College Secretary noted that the Learning, Teaching and Research Committee was postponed due 
to COVID-19 restrictions in March but that the new terms had been issued to Members. At either a 
rescheduled committee date in May or the next tabled meeting in June, the terms of reference would 
be discussed by Committee and it was proposed to close the action. The Action was Closed.  
 
 

 5    NHC / IC Joint Financial Service Initiative 
 

  The College Principal provided Members with an overview of the Join Financial Service initiative 
between North Highland College and Inverness College, as outlined in the Board Paper.  
 
The need to provide support services on a more efficient and cost-effective basis has been 
acknowledged as priority development area for the UHI partnership for some time. Currently, within 
the partnership there are a few shared management arrangements in place for specific services 
including UHI Exams (led by Moray College), UHI Video-conferencing (led by Shetland College) and 
Student funding for three rural colleges (led by NHC). 
 
The Finance service has now become the primary focus for the UHI shared service agenda. As things 
stand, the ultimate goal would be for all UHI partners (or as many as is practicable, but including all of 
the incorporated colleges) to be able to adopt a common and proven system built around the 
Technology 1 platform. This has been under development for some years now. However, It is felt 
unlikely that this solution will be delivered in less than 12 – 18 months, so in the interim, scope remains 
to progress a short -term small scale shared model where the circumstances permit. 
 
The College Principal noted that the current financial department provided a robust service that serves 
North Highland College very well, the proposal outlined to create a joint service would be to install such 
a service for both Colleges. 
 
Mr Murray asked whether the joint service would lead to an additional financial exposure for North 
Highland College. The College Principal noted that the financial savings made by Inverness College 
would be balanced against the short-term additional cash costs for North Highland College. 
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The Board Chair noted that this proposal was innovative and represented a step towards meaningful 
integration across the partnership, with at least one other College looking on with interest. The Board 
Chair requested the thoughts of the Finance Director on the initiative and the preparedness of staff, 
with the Finance Director noting that the short-term hurdles would be vast. Inverness College is in a 
very different position than North Highland College, and a number of issues must be resolved before 
an integrated service can be achieved. But ultimately this proposal represented significant efficiency. 
 
 
Mr Davidson asked the Financial Director about the staff’s appetite for the change and the additional 
burdens outlined in the report. Mr Ferrier noted that for members of staff who’s role would be 
changing significantly, the initiative has been discussed at length and the Director of Finance believed 
they were very capable and had great confidence in their ability to ‘step up’. 
  
The Joint Service Initiative was agreed. 
 

 6 North Highland College Risk Registers 
  The College Principal noted the highly unusual presentation of two corporate risk registers to be 

presented at the Board of Management meeting. 
 
The significant impact of COVID-19 had necessitated the creation of an epidemic risk register and it was 
presented to Members as a means of providing reassurance that that senior management team were 
taking active steps to ensure business continuity across all areas in the College.  
 
The College Principal noted the key areas of risk that were presented in both documents. Outlining that 
every effort had been made to keep the risk areas and topics consistent and that the two documents 
should be viewed as the Colleges ‘collective position’ of risk. 
 
The Board Chair welcomed the production of the COVID-19 Risk Register and noted that this was not 
just an exercise in reacting to ongoing event but used as a foundation to provide resilience across the 
college and the campuses.  
 
Mr Murray enquired whether the risks currently presented in the COVID-19 register would be brought 
into the ‘main’ corporate register in due course or would be kept separately at this time. The College 
Principal noted that keeping the two separate allowed senior management to focus clearly on the risks 
presented by the epidemic and the wider risks could continue to be monitored by the Board of 
Management Committees and internal governance.  
 
Ms McLean thanked the College Principal for all the work that had taken place in order to produce such 
a robust document and that thanks to all staff who have contributed should be noted on behalf of the 
Board of Management 
 
Action – Board Members are asked to review both risk registers and forward any comments or 
questions directly to the College Principal (cc’ing in the College Secretary).  
 
 

   
 7 Draft Committee Minutes 
   

Audit and Risk Management Committee 
 
The College Secretary noted that both the Chair of the Audit Committee and the Vice-Chair of the Audit 
Committee had tendered apologies for the meeting and asked Ms Palmer to provide an overview of 
the meeting in lieu Mr Rowantree or Mr Kerr. 
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Ms Palmer provided committee with an update on Committee matters, noting that there were revised 
dates for the audit action plan, which included revised dates for areas such as GDPR. 
 
External auditors had attended the meeting in order to provide an update on their annual plan, as this 
item appeared as a late paper. Further scrutiny will be conducted during the May meeting of the 
Committee, where both the external auditor team and the lead partner would be in attendance.  
 
Within the corporate risk register, there was no recommendation to change any of the current risk 
values across the College at this time. Although not an activity from the Committee, with COVID-19 
having been in its infancy in March, it was noted that the new risk register (as presented at the Board 
of Management meeting) would now be brought to the ARM Committee as a new standing item. 
 
An update on the Colleges compliance with the National Fraud Initiative was an area where the 
committee had looked for progress and noted that there were still significant issues with uploading 
information onto the NFI system. An experience that was shared by other institutions.  
 
The Chair thanked Ms Palmer for the contribution and noted the draft minutes as circulated. 
 
Finance and General Purposes Committee 
 
The Chair of the Finance and General Purposes Committee noted the progress against a number of 
open actions from previous committee meetings but warned that further progress may be limited due 
to COVID-19. 
 
The new financial report, as requested by the Committee was presented for the first time with a 
dashboard ‘one pager’ format. This was welcomed by Committee and represented collaborative 
working between the senior management team and the non-executive membership in creating a 
document that provided high level insights into the Colleges current financial position.  
 
The Dornoch project continues to be a major focus for the committee and the regular items from the 
Director of Business Development provides regular updates for Members. Mr Murray asked about the 
exposure to the College if present circumstance leads to Ross House being unsold for a longer period 
than envisaged. Ms Murray noted that ongoing dialogue with the University continues and that 
previous commitments were expected to be honoured, although the sale of Ross House was an area of 
concern and ascertaining the appetite for purchase during COVID-19 was difficult. In any case, 
Committee would continue to be updated. 
 
The Chair thanked Mr Birnie for the contribution and noted the draft minutes as circulated. 
 
 
Learning, Teaching and Research Committee 
 
The Chair of the Learning, Teaching and Research Committee informed the Board of Management that 
due to the lockdown, the LTR Committee did not take place. 
 
A number of key items, such as the amendment to the Committees terms of reference had been on 
the agenda and an interim meeting was discussed at this time. Given that all Board of Management 
Members now had access to the UHI and Microsoft systems, meetings out of cycle were now more 
likely to be achievable and this would be pursued. 
  
The Chair thanked Ms MacLean for the contribution and noted the draft minutes as circulated. 
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Human Resources Committee 
 
The Board Chair informed the meeting that like Learning, Teaching and Research, the Human Resources 
Committee was deferred although on the grounds of IT failure and not COVID-19. 
 
Again, an interim meeting has been discussed and discussions are ongoing with the Committee Chair 
to ascertain suitable dates. 
 

   
 8 Mid-year Financial Forecast Return 

 
FFR 19/20 mid-year and Efficiency Submission 

   
The Director of Finance and Estates presented the FFR mid-year return and noted that the two 
submissions included in the Board Papers had been sent prior to the COVID-19 lockdowns. 
 
It was brought to the attention of the Committee that for the financial forecast returns a subsequent 
request to amend the return with COVID-19 related adjustments had been made and that the Finance 
Director would be prioritising this post-meeting. 
 
The efficiency report has been drafted with an operational deadline of September having being issued, 
although the Director was content that the report was completed at this time. It was stressed to the 
Board that College continues to look at efficiency savings, although the yearly assumptions of 3% 
savings in perpetuity were unrealistic - given that at some point the savings would represent a real 
terms reduction in service that would call into question the ability of a College to operate. 
 
The Board Chair thanked the Director of Finance for both reports and the Board noted item 8. 
 

   

 9 HISA NHC Depute Update 
   

The HISA Depute provided the Board of Management with an update on student matters, stressing 
that at this time there was significant uncertainty and indeed stress.  
 
A number of events have been cancelled due to the campus closures and alternative, digital, initiatives 
were being looked at as an urgency. 
 
Mental health and wellbeing continues to be an area of concern and motivating students has been a 
big focus of HISA activity in the preceding weeks. 
 
 
The Board noted the HISA NHC Depute Update 
 
 

   
 10 NHC Staff Representative Update 

   
Mr Davidson provided an update to committee on a number of staff matters, noting that the regular 
communication that went on during ‘peace time’ has moved online. 
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Microsoft Teams has been deployed on scale and short 5 minute sessions have provided very popular 
and have brought a degree of workplace normality to the COVID-19 situation. 
 
The home report is viewed as a very positive development and the weekly issue (as circulated to Board 
of Management members) was welcome. 
 
The ‘future of work’ was a topic that had been raised by a number of staff representatives and the 
lessons from home and remote working would potentially create an expectation from staff that a 
different way of working is possible. 
 
The Board noted the Staff Update 
 
 

   
 11 Procurement of Internal Auditors Update 

   
The College Secretary provided the Board of Management with a high level update on internal audit 
procurement. 
 
The collaborative procurement exercise was now underway: with both North Highland College and 
Moray now in agreement about the timeframe for procurement and a number of meetings were now 
in the calendar with APUC co-ordinating responses. 
 
The College Secretary assured the Board of Management that a further update would be made to the 
Audit and Risk Management Committee and the next Full Board of Management meeting in June. 
 
Action: College Secretary / Chair of the Audit and Risk Management Committee to update the Board 
of Management on internal audit procurement progress at the June BoM Meeting, 
 
The Board noted the Update 
 
 

   
 12 Board Recruitment Updates 

   
The Chairman of the Board introduced the item, noting that the NHC Board was quorate and that the 
total membership was at approved levels, although more members could be added. 
 
The College Secretary informed Members that a public process of recruitment had been ongoing since 
February and due to COVID-19 the deadline had been extended until late April. Four high-calibre 
applications have been made, from a diverse range of professional backgrounds. 
 
The next steps for non-exec recruitment would now include a virtual panel interview and the 
Committee Chairs would be informed of the next steps.  
 
Action: College Secretary to update the Board of Management on non-executive recruitment at the 
June Board of Management Committee. 
 
In respect to the staff representative vacancy  (teaching and lecturing), the College Secretary informed 
the Board that Dr Pete Hylton would be joining the board in time for the next cycle of Committee 
meetings and would take up the same Committee membership as David Olds. 
 
Mr Davidson requested whether a shadow member would be joining the board alongside Dr Hylton, 
given his belief that shadow members provided a good sounding board for issues and the thoughts and 
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feelings of staff members more widely. The College Secretary noted that there was no current proposal 
to bring forward a shadow member for this post, however there was significant merit in brining on a 
shadow member for teaching and lecturing and this would be actioned. 
 
Action: College Secretary to seek a shadow member of the North Highland College Board of 
Management to support and offer assistance to the newly elected staff representative for teaching 
and research. 
  
The Board noted the Update 
 
 

   
   
 13 Chairman’s Items 
   

The Board of Management Chair noted the email from the UHI secretariat (dated 7th of April) and 
requested that all Board of Management Members look at the open positions for UHI Committees and 
putting forward names as part of the nomination process. 
 
Action: College Secretary to recirculate the UHI Committee nomination email to interested Board of 
Management Members.  
 
The board were informed that the external evaluation exercise for the North Highland College Board 
of Management has been extended to March 2021, although it is still the preference to pursue an 
evaluation at the earliest opportunity. 
 
Mr Murray noted that the Microsoft Teams system was a vast improvement on the ‘standard’ external 
system and Mr Groves endorsed this statement noting that College business was much easier using the 
Teams programme. 
 
The College Secretary noted the views of the Board of Management and confirmed that Board Papers 
would now as standard practice be issued on both email and teams. This will provide every opportunity 
for Members to access board papers in a timeous manner as well as providing a mechanism for raising 
potential items for future meetings. 
 
Action: College Secretary to issue all Board of Management and Committee papers via the Microsoft 
Teams platform as part of COVID-19 committee business continuity. 
 
 

   

 14 Cumberford-Little Report 

   
   

The College Principal provided an overview of the Cumberford-Little report which was viewed as a 
potential future reference document for the future of College operations in Scotland. 
 
Although it was an item presented for noting, the document was viewed as of great importance and 
could be the subject of tailored review at NHC Committees in the future cycle. 
 
The Board noted the report. 
 

   

 15 AOCB 
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  There being no other business the meeting closed at 18:19 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
Information recorded in College minutes are subject to release under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 
(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   
 

 


