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MINUTE OF THE 

 AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 
 

held on Wednesday 26th February 2020 at 16:00 in the CfEE Meeting Room, Thurso 
 

Present 
 

Mr Andrew Kerr (Acting Chair) 
Cllr Jim McGillivray 
Ms Tessa Palmer 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates 
Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality 
Mr Struan Mackie, Secretary to the Board 
External Auditors (Erns & Young LLP) 
Internal Auditors (Tiia) 

 
   Preliminaries 
    
1   Apologies 

 
   Apologies had been received for Ms Wendy Freyett, Mr Robbie Rowantree and Mr Matthew 

Groves. 
    

2   Declarations of Interest 
 

   Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda. No 
declarations were made, and members were reminded that a declaration could be made at any 
point throughout the meeting as appropriate.   
 
The Chair informed members that any discussion relating to future procurement of audit services 
would be conducted with the exclusion of auditors present.        

    
3   Minutes of the previous meeting (27th November 2019) 

 
The Chair informed Committee that these minutes had been scrutinised at the Board of 
Management meeting in December. Members were asked to agree that the minute was a true 
reflection of the meeting 
 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that Ms Freyett was listed as both attending 
and under apologies within the minute. College Secretary confirmed that Ms Freyett had submitted 
apologies and the minute would be changed to reflect this. 
 
The minute was proposed by Ms. Palmer and seconded by Cllr McGillivray. 
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4   Actions arising from the previous meeting. 
 

   ARM1119/1 
& 
FGP1119/1 

Director of Finance and Estates to provide a briefing document to committee on 
the National Fraud Initiative. 
 
The College Secretary referenced the agenda item 9 ‘National Fraud Initiative 
Report’ and advised Committee that this NFI position was outlined in the paper.  
 
Committee agreed that the action was complete, and the action was closed.  

 
ARM1119/2 

 
College Principal to provide an update to Committee in respect to the Colleges’ 
GDPR vacancy. 
 
The College Principle provided Committee an update on the GDPR vacancy within 
the College. Despite two efforts to recruit t 
 
Committee agreed that the action was closed. 
 
 

ARM1119/3 The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality to instruct the internal auditor to 
carry out an internal audit of cyber-security and opportunity management. 
 
The Director confirmed that the internal auditor had been instructed to conduct 
the audits as outlined by Committee and noted that the original expectations for 
days conducted (3.5days for each audit) was not agreeable. With four days for 
each audit having been communicated by the internal auditors. 
 
Committee agreed that the action was complete, and the action was closed. 
 

ARM119/4 The Director of Finance and Estates to provide Committee with a briefing paper, 
outlining the NHC process for procurement (value £50,000 to £118,000). 
 
The College Secretary referenced the agenda item 10 ‘Procurement briefing note’ 
and advised Committee that this process for procurement was outlined in the 
paper.  
 
Committee agreed that the action was complete, and the action was closed. 
 

ARM1119/5 Board Secretary to request an update from Jason Thurlbeck (UHI Internal Auditor) 
on integration efforts for partnership-wide internal audit. 
 
The College Secretary provided a brief update to Committee, outlining that plans 
to integrate internal audit are no progressing at any pace and that partnership 
Colleges must assume that the status-quo (of individual sites tendering for audit 
services) will continue for some time. 
 
Committee agreed that the action was complete, and the action was closed. 
 
 

 

    
 
 
 

5   Audit Action Plan 
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The Audit Action Plan for 2020 was presented to Committee with an overview provided by the 
Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality. The Committee was asked to review the progress in 
respect to implementing internal audit actions of which recommendations 2 and 3 had been 
completed. 
 
In addition to the refreshed plan, a set of revised competition dates for recommendations 1 to 9 
in respect to procurement were presented. As indicated previously to Committee, 
recommendation 6 would be excluded. Something recommended by the PRG review. 
 
The Committee agreed to the exclusions of Procurement Recommendation 6 and noted the 
recommendation as presented in the plan. 
 
                                                                                                                                 

    
    
6   Letter to the Board of Management 

    
   The College Secretary provided high level summary and context to the proposed letter, citing that 

the letter was due to be agreed in December. Due to delays in agreeing the Colleges ‘audited 
position’ the letter and that it had been deferred to the next available ARM Committee.  
 
As a condition of grant, the College Secretary stressed the importance of approving the document 
at the earliest opportunity, given it was now two months late in being published. 
 
The College Secretary acknowledged that the Chair of Audit and Risk Management had submitted 
their apologies to Committee and any agreed text would require the Chair’s sign-off. As such, it 
was proposed to agree the content online and circulate the final version when available. 
 
Committee agreed. 
 
Action. – College Secretary to re-issue the draft letter by email and invite Committee to make 
comment or amend the text.  
 

    
7   North Highland College Annual Plan 
    

   Mr Ritchie introduced the annual plan and apologised for the delay in having the content issued to 
Committee. 
 
The Annual Plan outlined the forthcoming audits to be conducted by the internal auditor and noted 
that this now included the two additional audits (cyber security and opportunity management). 
 
Given the lateness of the paper, Committee had no comments or questions. It was agreed that Tiaa 
would be available to discuss with members at the next Committee. 
 

    
8   Corporate Risk Register 

 
   The College Principal provided an overview to the North Highland College Risk Register, noting that 

the Audit and Risk Management Committee was responsible for assessing the risk profile across the 
six ‘risk areas’. 
 
Risk Area: 1 Curriculum 
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The Principal noted that engagement from the School Link programme was up 19% on last year, 
with considerable development work having been carried out this session to create new 
opportunities. Ten new courses will be added to the school offer in 2020/21, with a number of these 
featuring ‘virtual’ study modes. 
 
Affordability issues continue to present risk to the College in implementing the National Bargaining 
agreements for pay, terms and conditions for academic staff. 
 
FE targets are envisaged to be met this year, with a growth in student numbers in Engineering and 
Construction, which was welcomed by Committee. Focussed reviews into subject areas with 
declining numbers would be conducted in February and March to ensure staffing remained aligned 
with business needs. 
 
For HE curriculum, longer lead times are associated with validating new courses and it has been 
difficult to secure significant increases in student recruitment. There has been modest growth in 
the full time undergraduate and post graduate student numbers, with the former largely a 
consequence of an uplift in RUUK and international golf degree students. 
 
Across the partnership, the Partnership Planning Forum (PPF) has noted a decline in applications 
for full time undergraduate courses for 2019/20 and 2020/21. Although factors have included 
demographic trends more school leavers reporting ‘in employment’ positive destinations, a low 
progression of FE students entering HE has also had an impact. The University is working on a trend 
analysis on current applications and will be made available post-Committee. 
 
The Scottish Funding Council (SFC) has published its 2018/19 Colleges Performance Indicators 
Report. Linked to the Colleges website, the headline figure is that success rates have dipped from 
71% to 69%, although NHC continues to be perform well across the sector. 
 
The College Principal expressed disappointment to Committee that the big to the Advancing 
Manufacturing Challenge Fund (AMCF) was unsuccessful. The College would continue to work with 
stakeholders to seek alternative sources of funding in order to pursue a project of strategic 
significance to not only the College but the University and business partners. 
 
No change to the risk profile for Curriculum were proposed.  
 
Committee agreed. 
 
 
Risk Area: 2 Services 
 

The College Principal provided an updated on College services noting the progress in working 

collaboratively with regional partners to provide more effective and efficient services, NHC staff 

have been involved in working groups overseeing the development and implementation of single 

policies for the following services; Admissions, Fee Waivers, Student Funding, Learner Support, 

Safeguarding, Complaints & Guidance.  

 

Staff in the NHC are currently working with their counterparts in Inverness College to develop 

arrangements for a new “pooled” Finance service which could deliver more efficient and resilient 

working practices for this function across the two colleges. 

 

Staff responsible for the bursary processing system have completed a facilitated LEAN system 

evaluation of key processes with an action plan now being implemented. Staff responsible for other 
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functions also participated in the event so that LEAN evaluations will be rolled out into other areas 

in due course. 

 
Noting that arrangements to gather details of Support Staff roles for posts in scope of the NRPA 
(National Bargaining process) have now been largely completed. Initial estimates were than this 
stage would take around a year to complete from a starting point of Feb 2020. This currently 
appears ambitious. In light of the current position, there remains a significant risk that the 
outcomes of this exercise will not meet the expectations of support staff both locally and nationally. 
 
No change to the risk profile for Services were proposed.  
 
Committee agreed. 
 
 
Risk Area: 3 Research 
 
The College Principal updated Committee on the ‘Research’ risk area, currently Amber. Project 
match funding for SCF conditional financial support in priority areas (Water, Quality and Energy). 
This project has received an endorsement from the Scottish Parliament (8th January 2020). 
 
It was noted that there has been some improvement of the ERI’s financial position since the last 

report to committee largely on the back of some favourable grant awards such as a £1m grant from 

the Leverhulme Trust to support an ERI led initiative in the Peatlands. This funding will support the 

work of six researchers and three PhD students over a five year period. This, and other recent 

successes makes the delivery of a balanced budget outcome for the ERI in 2019/20 a greater 

likelihood. Work on the production of to 2020-21 budget is now well underway.  

 
The Director of the ERI and the Director Business Development continue to monitor the Brexit 
position and the associated risks to UK university research provision. 
 
No change to the risk profile for Research were proposed.  
 
Committee agreed. 
 
 
Risk Area: 4 Finance 
 
The College Principal conveyed that this risk area was again in the red zone and that there was no 
proposal to change the risk rating at this time. In relation to the provision of FE credits, NHC are 
currently projecting that core and ESIF funded targets for 2019/20 will be met. 
 
HE students presented a more complex and mixed picture, as previously report. There had been 
an increase in full time HE numbers, mostly attributable to RUK recruitment and post graduate 
student numbers. As these do not count towards the SFC fundable target (Scottish and EU 
students), the current targets here would not be met. In basic financial terms, the College 
Principal believed the net position should be close to budget and better than last year. 
 
Committee requested on how Brexit would impact on funding, with the College Principal noting 
that planning for the loss of ESIF (and other European Funds) was being led by the Director of 
Business Development. In the most recent report, a 9% growth in non SFC income had been 
achieved. With non-core funding vital in offsetting a rapid decline in the availability of ESIF 
funding. 
 
Payroll of conveyed to Committee as being higher than budget, due in part to the inclusion of 
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one-off severance costs. The additional staffing required in Engineering and Construction was also 
a factor. The College would be reviewing opportunities to make savings where there has been a 
reduction in business. 
 
The estates and maintenance budget had a c.£60k overspend which was largely unavoidable. Given 
the profile of the estate, balancing this position was proving difficult. 
 
No change to the risk profile for Finance were proposed.  
 
Committee agreed. 

 
 
Risk Area: 5 Staff 
 
The Principal noted the changes to the College’s Planning & Resources leadership team were 

completed by the appointment of Giles Huby as Director of ETEC. One vacancy for a Curriculum 

Leader post in Engineering has also been filled. Mrs Sophie Dunnett has been seconded into her 

new role as Schools Liaison/NHS Lead and Mrs Dorothy Budge has been appointed into a new p/t 

role providing mentoring support to the Curriculum Leaders Group. The College currently has no 

leadership vacancies. 

 

The College has commenced reviewing the staffing arrangements in some support functions. This 

include evaluating opportunities to deploy staff resources more effectively through LEAN systems 

reviews and, as noted above, we have also taken forward a “Pooled service” initiative for  the 

Finance function with partner colleagues in Inverness College. 

 

The Acting Chair welcomed that there were no current leadership vacancies and looked forwards 

to further updates on pooled and shared service initiative updated being brought through 

Committee. 

 
No change to the risk profile for Staff were proposed.  
 
Committee agreed. 
 
 
Risk Area: 6 Facilities 
 
The College Principal outlined that there was not proposal to change the risk rating from Red for 
the NHC facilities at this time and provided an update on updates in this area since the close of the 
last ARM Committee. 
 
It was noted that good progress made by the College in respect to GDPR, something that was 

confirmed by Internal Auditors in the latest audit follow up review exercise. Whilst it was 

disappointing to lose the services of our previous GDPR Assistant, NHC has taken steps to cover this 

commitment through the appointment of a new staff member. The Acting Chair asked for any 

timelines for the on boarding of new personnel to fill this role, given it had been vacant for some 

time. The Principal noted that a employment offer had been made and pending the relevant checks 

the position would be filled by the end of the month. This was welcomed by Committee. 

 

The Dornoch Campus development project is now firmly in the implementation phase with site 
works well underway.  Committee was informed that progress continues to be monitored by the 
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Project Board, there are no further developments to report on the sale of Ross House. An area the 
Finance and General Purposes Committee were reviewing closely. 
 
In respect to the Thurso campus development plan, the Principal advised that there was no 
significant update but that the new Nuclear Decommissioning Authority strategy for socio-
economics was due to be published. Given the conversations with senior NDA representatives and 
through the Dounreay Stakeholder Group (DSG) that there were expectations that proposals such 
as the campus development would be a strong candidate for enabling development in the Caithness 
and North Sutherland Area. 
 
No change to the risk profile for Facilities were proposed.  
 
Committee agreed. 
 

 
    

9.    National Fraud Initiative note 
   As actioned through the joint ARM and F&GP Committee in November, the Director of Finance and 

Estates provided an overview to the Colleges compliance with the National Fraud Initiative. 
 
Highlighting the North Highland College had struggled with uploading data onto the centralised 
system, the Director noted that some date had been successfully submitted which was progress on 
the last update to Committee. The external auditor noted that other Colleges had been in similar 
positions in respect to NFI compliance, with institutions with older, legacy accountancy systems 
being most likely to fall foul of uploading issues. 
 
Committee noted the briefing note. 

    

10.   Procurement briefing note 

   As requested by Committee, the Finance and Estates Director presented a briefing note for 
thresholds between £50,000 and £118,113. 
 
Noting that the public procurement guidance was a ‘grey’ area it was acknowledge that the internal 
audit position was that NHC had not followed its’ own procedures and guidance. The internal 
auditor, acknowledged this position and expressed that they would take this item away and look 
into it in further detail. 
 
Committee noted the briefing note. 

    
11.   Freedom of Information Summary Report 
   The Board Secretary noted a decreased in FOI requests compared to the previous quarter, although 

most continue to come from union affiliated requestors. 
 
FOIs continue to take up significant staff resource and the trend towards ‘phased requests’, where 
multiple FOI requests are submitted one after another had occurred during this period. 
 
Committee noted the report. 

    

12.    Auditors Fee Variations 
   At the request of the Acting Chair, the external auditor provided a brief overview in respect to the 

work carried out to audit North Highland College and that the fee variation was due to additional 
works undertaken as presented in the report. 
 
Committee noted the Fee Variation report. 
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13.   Chair and Auditors Discussion 
    
   The Acting Chair noted that the Committee Chair had tendered apologies for today’s meeting and that 

the meeting would move to exclude Executive Officers at this time. 
 
Both the internal auditors and external auditors noted that they believed any discussion could be 
deferred until the next meeting, with no further comments wishing to be made at this time. 
 
Committee agreed. 
 
 

14   AOCB 
 
There being no other business at this time the meeting was closed. 
 
Date of next meeting: 20th May 2020 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

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   
 


