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MINUTE OF THE FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE MEETING 

held on Wednesday 4th March at 16:00 in the CfEE Meeting Room, Thurso 
 

Present 
 

Mr Graham Birnie (Chair) 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
Ms Tessa Palmer 
Ms Wendy Fryett 
Mr Patrick Murray 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates  
Ms Debbie Murray, Director of Business Enterprise 
Mr Giles Huby, Director of ETEC 
Professor Gibb, Director of ERI 
Ms Gillian Hossack, Finance Manager 
Mr Struan Mackie, Secretary to the Board 

 
   Preliminaries 

    
    
    

1   Apologies 
 

   Apologies had been received from 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.          

    

3   Draft Minute of the previous meeting (November 2019) 
 

   Proposed by Mr Patrick Murray and seconded by Mr Blair Sandison, the minute of the previous 
meeting was agreed as an accurate record.  

    
4   Actions arising from the previous meeting 

 
   Members reviewed each of the action points in turn. 

 
FGP0819/2 – In the event of a suitable offer(s) being submitted to NHC for Ross House, special 
provisions are to be arranged to convene an urgent F&GP Committee or Full Board meeting. 
 
It was noted that as of March 4th, there was still no formal offer for Ross House. As such special 
provisions had not been exercised to convene a special F&GP / Board Meeting. 
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Committee agreed this action would remain open.  
 
FGP0819/3 – College Principal to convene a meeting prior to the Full Board on the 18th of 
October to discuss the information requirements for future F&GP Committees. 
 
The College principal noted that a meeting had taken place in December to discuss information 
requirements with the Chair of the F&GP Committee. As a result of that Committee a new 
reporting dashboard has been created and this would be presented to Committee under item 
7. 
 
Committee were content that this action had been completed.  The action was closed.  
 
FGP1119/1 – Director of Finance and Estates to provide Committee with assurance on the 
Colleges pension liability position and how this is reported / justified across the College Sector. 
 
The College Secretary noted that the Colleges’ pension liability position had been covered in 
depth within the Auditors report put to the Board of Management in December. As this 
provided an external evaluation of the current position and questions had been asked of the 
auditors in the prior F&GP meeting, the action had been completed without the need to 
produce a separate paper. 
 
Committee agreed that this action had been completed.  The action was closed.  
 
 
FGP1119/2 – Director of ETEC to incorporate RAG ratings for future H&S reporting. 
 
The College Secretary noted that the Director of ETEC had provided a RAG rating for the report 
tabled under item 11, as Committee had requested. 
 
Committee agreed that this action had been completed.  The action was closed.  
 
 
FGP1119/3 – Director of Enterprise and Innovation to present a business case for electrical 
charging points within the NHC campus portfolio 
 
The Director of Business Enterprise informed committee that work was ongoing to present a 
business case for electrical charging points. And once completed, this would be brought to 
Committee for scrutiny. 
 
Committee agreed this action would remain open.  
 
FGP1119/4 – College Principal is instructed to formally approach the HIE for a decision on 
regional development funds for the Dornoch project. 
 
The College Principal informed Committee that he had made representations to the regional 
development body (HIE), in respect to the Dornoch project. The Principal remained confident 
that funds would be forthcoming but noted the extensive time it was taking to seek funding at 
this time.  
 
Committee agreed that representations had been made and the action had been completed.  
The action was closed.  
 
FGP1119/5 – The Committee requests the Director of Enterprise and Innovation to provide an 
auditable rationale for the approval given by the Finance and General Purposes Committee in 
respect to the Dornoch Project. 
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The College Secretary noted the briefing paper provided at the December Board of 
Management Committee that outlined the decision making process for the Dornoch project 
funding (made in November 2020). The Director of Business Development had produced a 
briefing document to be produced for both the College board and UHI, that was scrutinised at 
the December meeting and agreed by the board on the same. 
 
Committee agreed that this action had been completed.  The action was closed.  
 
FGP1119/6 – Board Secretary to table amendments to the Terms of Reference (specifically 
current and future teaching space) to the Learning, Teaching and Research Committee. 
 
The College secretary informed Committee that the new terms of reference (ToR) have been 
prepared for the forthcoming Learning, Teaching and Research Committee in March and 
confirmed that this was an agreed agenda item for that meeting. 
 
Committee agreed that this action had been completed.  The action was closed.  
 
  

5   Accounting system upgrade 
 
Ms Hossack, the College’s Finance Manager provided Committee with an update on the 
Colleges new accountancy system that was to go live on the 2nd of April. 
 
Committee was informed that the old SUN system was seriously outdated, an observation 
made to Committee previously. The upgrade was being done in collaboration with Inverness 
College, with NHC staff travelling to Inverness to conduct knowledge sharing and training. SUN 
staff had also been on site to conduct training with members of the NHC team, which was 
viewed as a positive development. 
 
Mr Murray noted that an update was a positive development in principle and asked whether 
the Finance team staff were happy with the upgraded system. The Finance Manager noted that 
the staff were quite happy but that it would take time for staff to familiarise themselves with 
the new processes, with some reports having to be re-written. 
 
The College Principal asked whether the provisional ‘go live’ date would be achieved, to which 
the Finance Manager indicated reasonable confidence. The absence of the Technology One 
package, was however a notable difference from the position anticipated previously. 
Technology One has been delayed and the College contributing £12,000 of the total £30,000 
project cost was deemed to be a good investment given that Technology One is still unavailable. 
 
Committee thanked Ms Hossack for the update and on behalf of the Board congratulated the 
Finance team on their work so far with implementing the new system. 
 
 

6   Finance Report – Balance Sheet  
    
   The Director of Finance and Estates provided an overview to the balance sheet position, as 

presented in the Committee papers. The Director noted that it was increasingly difficult to make 
the budget work given the overall position of the sector and that the current trajectory was 
unsustainable. 
 
The Committee Chair noted that past commercial decisions had hampered the financial 
position of NHC specifically, a point that was noted by the Director. Given that the financial 
challenge had not arisen overnight, Committee asked enquired about the role of the 
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Partnership Assembly. The Chair of the  Board noted that the forum was a well-meaning 
attempt to review costs and function. However in terms of tangible progress, it was admittedly 
patchy. 
 
The College Principal noted that outstanding issues dominated the current work and priorities 
for partner Colleges, notably areas like RAM allocation. Although this would not transform the 
position, it is noted that the RAM changes could be a benefit to NHC.  
 
Committee noted that no ‘magic wand’ looked forthcoming and Mr Murray asked at which 
point the Board must draw a line in the sand and make representations. Committee believed 
awaiting further reviews of the partnership and indeed the future funding position would 
predicate any further course of action from the Board. 
 
The Committee noted the NHC Balance Sheet. 
 

    

    
7   Finance Report – Budget Monitoring 31st July 2020 

    
The Director of Finance and Estates provided an introduction to the Budget Monitoring paper, 
outlining that this was the first attempt at providing a dashboard for Members as requested. 
 
Mr Murray expressed that he was extremely happy with the dashboard and noted that this 
made headline movements much easier to ascertain.  
 
The upturn in revenue generated by the Business Development unit was noted as a positive 
development and Committee discussed the role of Executive Office. Committee asked if 
breakdown of revenue and expenditure was provided in order to evaluate the value of the 
Executive Office to the NHC.  
 
Professor Gibb noted that although reviewing Executive Office was a legitimate line of enquiry, 
some functions can only be conducted by a University and under any scenario these would need 
to be maintained. 
 
The Committee noted the NHC Budget Monitoring report.  

    
    

8   NHC Risk Register (F&GP) 
    
   The College Principal provided an introduction to the Corporate Risk to the Committee, noting 

that no changes were proposed to the Risk register, as had been presented to the  Audit and  
Risk Management Committee in the previous week.  In line with standard Committee practice, 
the overall corporate position was provided as part of the meeting papers, with specific risk 
categories provided in further detail.  
 
Risk Area: 2 Services 
 

The College Principal updated Committee on efforts to work 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.  
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Committee were informed that NHC staff were working with their counterparts in Inverness 

College to develop arrangements for a new “pooled” Finance service. Committee was informed 

that this pooled service should deliver more efficient and resilient working practices 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 functions also participated in the event so that LEAN evaluations will be rolled out into 

other areas in due course. 

 
Committee were informed that arrangements to gather details of Support Staff roles as part of 
the national bargaining process have been largely completed. The starting phase of this process 
beginning Feb 2020, appears to be overly ambitious. And in light of the delay to complete 
aspects of the job evaluation there continues to be a significant risk that the outcomes of this 
exercise will not meet the expectations of support staff. 
 
Committee noted the current risk position of services 
 
 
Risk Area: 4 Finance 
 
The College Principal conveyed that this risk area was again in the red zone and that the Audit 
and Risk Management Committee endorsed the view that there was no grounds 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. 
 
Committee were informed that there had been an increase in full time HE numbers, mostly 
attributable to RUK recruitment and post graduate student numbers. Students within this 
category do not currently count towards the SFC fundable target and as such, these would not 
be met. Overall, the College Principal believed the net position should be better than the 
previous year and close to budget. 
 
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. 
 
The importance of non-core income was highlighted to Committee, with the work of the 
Business Development Unit being a key driver in realising that income. With a 9% growth in 
non SFC income had been achieved, since the last report to Committee. 
 
Payroll was conveyed to Committee as being higher than budget, with one-off severance 
having impacted this cost line. The additional staffing required in Engineering and 
Construction was also noted a factor. 
 
Committee noted the current risk position of finance 
 
 
Risk Area: 6 Facilities 
 
The College Principal informed that good progress had been made by the College in respect to 

GDPR. A position corroborated by the Internal Auditor’s follow up review exercise. Although 

the loss of the GDPR assistant was felt, Committee was informed of steps to cover this 

commitment through a new appointment. The College Principal noted that this appointment 

would be made imminently. 
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Without pre-empting the future items on the Dornoch project, the College Principal noted that 
the move into the implementation phase with site works well underway.  Committee was 
informed that progress continues to be monitored by the Project Board, with no further 
developments to report on the sale of Ross House. 
 
Given the conversations with senior NDA representatives and through the Dounreay 
Stakeholder Group (DSG), the College Principal stressed that there was expectations that any 
campus development would merit funding. Due in part to the campus being seen as a key 
enabler to the Caithness and North Sutherland Area. The College Secretary noted that the 
revised strategy was due to be completed in early Spring and published in early Summer.  
 
Committee noted the current risk position of facilities 
 

     
9   Director of Business Development -  Report 

    
The Business Development Director took Committee through the paper, providing a brief 
overview of each topic in turn. 
 
The Director informed Committee that she had attended a round table on the future of EU 
structural funds post 2020, as a representative of the NHC, UHI and the Scottish Colleges 
Business Development Directors group. It was stressed to Committee that there was deep 
uncertainty in respect to replacement funding, known to date as the Shared Prosperity Fund.  
Innovative approaches and models for the Highland area was supported by HIE and the 
Universities Executive Office. 
 
An offer of £42k for additional credit funding at FE level has been made and the final Erasmus 
mobility placement is due to take place in April 2020, with four care students and one support 
staff member attending in Sweden. The Director informed Committee that the continued 
monitoring of the Erasmus programme post-Brexit would continue. 
 
Foundation apprenticeships were noted to be awaiting final student applications and would be 
available to school pupils in Care, Business and Computing. For modern apprentices, the 
College’s application had been delayed due to the Scottish Budget. Despite the uncertain 
period, NHC were confident of a favourable outcome.  
 
BDU staff have been negotiating new ways of working through the expansion of the College’s 
own SDS contract with a local engineering employer. This has led to a reduced administrative 
burden for both parties and an increase income of £2.2k per engineering apprentice from the 
company over a four year period. The Committee congratulated the BDU on this result. 
 
In respect to the BDU’s income target, the Director reported that this was expected to be 
exceeded. Although progress has been slower in Sutherland and Easter Ross. 
 
The Chairman of the Board welcomed the update and noted the excellent work being done by 
the BD unit. Committee agreed. 
 
Committee noted the report. 
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10   Dornoch  Project Update 
    

As part of the new standing item, the Director of Business Development provided Committee 
with a verbal update of the extension to Burghfield House. 
 
Outlining that the project is supported through a dedicated Project Board with representatives 
from across the College as well as Ms Fiona Larg from the UHI, the project has been supported 
professionally by the Torrance Partnership. 
 
A revised completion date of 16th October has been indicated by the contractor, outlining that 
the project is c. 7 weeks behind the original programme due to delays with structural steelwork 
and a delay in concluding the ‘value engineering’ exercise. The contractor has as a result issued 
a Notice of Delay, with the Torrance Partnership assessing the 7 week extension and the time 
and loss claim.  
 
The Director of Business Development noted that the NHC were still awaiting an outcome from 
UHI as indicated earlier in Committee business and stressed the extremely disappointing 
outcome of the Coul Links development. Committee were informed that this decision may have 
an impact on the local market, which could have an impact on the sale of Ross House. The 
College Principal noted his disappointment at the decision and relayed the opinions of local 
members such as Cllr McGillivray, Mr Murray and Ms Palmer who had all expressed 
disappointment at the Audit and Risk Management Committee. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates noted that no material movement had been made in 
respect to the sale of Ross House, informing Committee of communication between the College 
and the selling agent.  
 
Committee agreed that continued scrutiny and monitoring of the programme was required and 
noted the Directors report. 
 

    

11   Health and Safety Update 
    

The Director of ETEC provided Committee with an overview of the College’s Health and Safety 
position, noting that the report had been updated to reflect the Committees wishes. 
 
Mr Birnie noted that this report was an improvement on the last update, which was in itself a 
big step forward in understanding the health and safety risks and actions across the College. 
My Murray questioned whether the same ‘types’ of accidents continued to dominate the 
accident reporting, to which the Director of ETEC noted that the most frequent injuries and 
accidents were with traditional workshop related activities. Despite this, learning from any 
instance was a priority and everything from engineering to the College car park were monitored 
for accidents or potential accidents. With better reporting tools and consistent reporting across 
the College, every effort was being made to ensure THC was a zero harm environment. 
 
Committee thanked the Director for taking on board the visual RAG ratings as request and 
noted the report. 

    

12   ERI Pipeline Report 
    

The Director of the ERI provided Committee with an overview of the institutes current pipeline 
of activates, noting successful and unsuccessful applications since the last Finance and General 
Purposes  Committee.   
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Professor Gibb updated Committee on £1million of funding having been secured for the new 
peatland research project. Over the course of 5 years the project would allow the ERO to build 
on existing activity and to generate exciting advances in peatland sciences. 
 
Committee were also informed that a proposal to develop new methods for remote sensing of 
waste plastics across oceans had been submitted to the European Space Agency and that 
application for NDA support to research the long term fate of radioactive particles in the ocean. 
Lastly the  ERI were invited to join a consortium submitting proposals to Horizon 2020, the ERI 
are awaiting the outcome of those proposals. 
 
Mr Birnie noted that he had seen excellent coverage of the ERI and a successful application on 
the evening news. Despite this excellent opportunity for the College and the UHI to maximise 
their publicity, it was noted that the member of staff did not have a jacket / clothing with the 
Colleges logo. It was felt this was a missed opportunity. Professor Gibb noted that the ERI 
continues to get excellent exposure in the media and indeed from Government and that the 
procurement of any work wear was a cumbersome process, and a responsibility of the 
University, despite this the Director noted that this would be looked at. 
 
Professor Gibb provided a brief run through of the current status of applications noting the high 
levels of success in recent months. Committee welcomes this outcome and noted that many of 
these projects (such as Battery North) could still have a future in alternative forms. The College 
Principle echoed these statements. 
 
Committee noted the ERI Pipeline Report. 
 

    
13   College Procurement Strategy 

    
    The Director of Finance and Estates introduced the Colleges Procurement Strategy (2019-21), 

as presented by the College and APUC. 
 
Mr Ferrier noted that NHC Planning and Resources Group (PRG) had reviewed the strategy and 
scrutinised the content to ask whether timescales and responsibilities were achievable. Given 
this work, APUC have advised that the objectives and timescales were appropriate, all be it that 
the Finance Manager did have a number of objectives. The Finance and Estates Director 
conveyed to Committee that this would be done at a high-level and others would be leading on 
the work. 
 
Committee agreed the College Procurement Strategy 2019-21. 
 

    

14   Fee and Charges 2020/21 
 
Committee reviewed the proposed fees and charges for the 2020/21 academic year as 
presented in the Finance Department’s report. 
 
The Committee Chair enquired to the rationale for fee increases and asked whether they were 
conducted in line with inflation or a calculation (or consideration) of market rates. The Finance 
Director and the Director of Business Enterprise noted that feed have been derived through 
ascertaining fees across providers, although some fees and charges had received an inflation 
like increase this year. 
 
Noting the importance of non-core revenues to NHC, Committee did not table alternative 
proposals and the fees and charges outlined in the report were approved. 
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   Date of next Meeting: 29th May 2019 
    
   There being no other business the meeting was closed at 17:38  

 
 

 

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   
 

 


