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BoM1219/08a&b    |    FGP0320/03  

 
 

 
MINUTE OF THE JOINT 

FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSES AND 
 AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT COMMITTEES 

 
held on Wednesday 27th November 2019 at 16:00 in the CfEE Meeting Room, Thurso 

 
Present 
 

Mr Graham Birnie (Chair of F&GP) 
Mr Robbie Rowantree (Chair of ARM) 
Cllr Jim McGillivray 
Ms Tessa Palmer 
Mr Patrick Murray 
Mr Blair Sandison  
Mr Matthew Groves 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates 
Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality 
Ms Debbie Murray, Director of Enterprise and Innovation 
Mr Giles Huby, Director of ETEC  
Mr Struan Mackie, Secretary to the Board 
External Auditors (Erns & Young LLP) 
Internal Auditors (Tiia) 

 
   Preliminaries (Finance and General Purposes Business) 

    
1   Apologies 

 
   Apologies had been received for Ms Wendy Sephton, Mr Andrew Kerr, Mr Michael Finlayson and 

Professor Stuart Gibb 
    

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 items 3 and 4 would be taken at 1600hrs in order to allow the 
External Auditors to attend via V/C.        

    
3&4   Year End Accounts and External Auditors Annual Report 

 
The Chair informed Committee that these items would be taken together. This was agreed. 
 
The External Auditors joined the meeting by Video Conference. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates provided Committee with an overview to the NHC annual 
accounts as presented within the Committee Papers. Members of F&GP would be broadly familiar 
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with the financial position and noted that results were not as bad as could have been expected 
earlier in the year. 
 
The external auditors presented their draft Annual Report, summarising the key conclusion from 
the 2018/19 audit of the NHC. 
 
The Auditors provided an audit opinion that the financial statements and presentations and 
disclosures were appropriate and received within the agreed timetable, these areas were awarded 
with green ratings. 
 
It was noted the College has a significant financial risk and that further cost reductions to staffing 
to meet the operating deficit of £2.4m (over the next five years), could materially impact the 
College’s capacity to deliver its operation and strategic plans. This section was rated red. The 
Committee discussed the financial reporting and acknowledged that the pension liability had been 
raised. 
 
Action. The Director of Finance and Estates to provide a briefing document on the National Fraud 
Initiative and the College’s compliance. 
 
The auditors gave an amber rating for governance and transparency. This was due to limited 
progress being achieved on previous recommendations and significant work to do for the Scotland 
National Fraud Initiative exercise. Committee questioned whether limited progress on governance 
was reflective of the work conducted in the previous year. Mr Sandison referred to work carried 
out under the previous board secretary, which was known, and did not tie into the 
recommendations. 
 
The auditors conducted a 15minute private discussion, with no executive or staff members 
present. 
 
Action. In order to track the progress of external audit recommendations, the College Secretary is 
asked to construct an Audit Action Plan and report back to ARM Committee periodically. 
 
The external auditors left the meeting at this time. 
 

    
5   Draft Minute of the previous meeting (28-08-19) 

 
   The minute of the previous meeting was proposed as an accurate record by Ms Palmer and 

seconded by Mr Murray. 
    
6   Actions arising from the previous meeting 

 
    

    

    
    
   FGP0519/5 Director of Enterprise and Innovation to investigate the Criteria needed for 

funding applications to local/community funds. 
 
The Director of Enterprise and Innovation provided an overview of the work 
conducted by the business development team to identify all of the local and 
community funds that the College could target. 
 
Committee agreed that the action was closed.  
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FGP0819/1 An additional Committee meeting to be scheduled for the 2019/20 board cycle to 
allow for further scrutiny of the budget. 
 
The College Secretary issued the updated 2019/20 board cycle to members, 
including the new date requested by Committee. 
 
Committee agreed that the action was closed. 
 

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. 
 
The College Secretary confirmed that provision has been given for a full (urgent) 
meeting of the F&GP Committee in the event of an offer being tabled for Ross 
House. 
 
Committee agreed that the action was to remain open, until such time as a 
successful offer was made.  
 

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 Secretary confirmed that the meeting was not convened due to the 
College Principal being unavailable.  
 
Committee agreed that the action was to remain open, until such time as the 
meeting took place. 
 

FGP0819/4 Board Secretary to circulate the colleges submission to the Nuclear 
Decommissioning Authority Socio-Economic Strategy 2020. 
 
The College Secretary confirmed that the NDA submission was circulated at the 
last Board of Management meeting. 
 
Committee agreed that the action was complete, and the action was closed. 
 
 

 

    

7   Revenue Budget Monitoring – October 2019 
    
   Mr Ferrier provided committee with a narrative for the revenue budget to October 2019.  

 
FE fees were noted as trending upwards and HE fees were close to budget at the time of publication. 
The Director of Finance also stated that the ERI income drivers were also better than anticipated 
for this time of year. 
 
The committee noted the expenditure required on estates, due to the age of the College estate. 
With finance being required in areas such as teaching areas and teaching efficiencies (classrooms) 
and spend on fire and safety expenditure during the summer period.  
 
The Committee Chair asked whether the Colleges’ Wick property was now up for sale. Mr Ferrier 
confirmed that the property is now back on the market and the former tenant had commended the 
facility but had no further use for the site going forward. 
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The Committee Chair sought confirmation whether PAT testing could be conducted in house using 
certified members of staff and whether it was being taught. The Director of ETEC confirmed that 
PAT testing was not taught currently. 
 
Ms Palmer commended the positive development in recruitment numbers for students and how 
the NHC was faring compared to other partnership colleges. 
 
Mr Murray questioned the Colleges’ pension liability and noted that it had increased significantly 
over the financial year. The Director of Finance confirmed that the pension liability had increased 
but noted that the external auditor had questioned the figures provided from the Highland Council, 
Local Government Pension Scheme.  The historically low interest rate has created large liabilities 
across the public sector and that even a modest increase in rates could turn these liabilities into 
real time surpluses. 
 
Action. The Director of Finance to provide Committee with written assurance on the Colleges 
pension liability position and how this is reported / justified across the College Sector. 
 
The committee noted the report 
 

    
8   Estates Report – proposed maintenance 2019/20 
    

   Mr Ferrier reiterated the extensive range of work conducted across the estate, which had partially 
been explained in the previous report and that the balance has been spent. Some additional areas 
of maintenance had been brought forward due to health and safety requests, such as refuse bin 
locations. 
 
Ms Palmer noted the overspend within the maintained report and asked whether this would affect 
future works. The Director of Finance noted that the overspend would be met by the revenue 
account and hoped that other revenue would meet this shortfall, with areas such as PAT testing 
and biomass boilers areas being far more efficient than previous operations. 
 

    

9   Estates Report Burghfield Project 
 

   Given the Director of Enterprise and Innovation report tabled later in the meeting, of which the 
Dornoch Project was a major focus. The Chair decided to take item 7 and 12 together. 
 

    

10   Fire Risk Report + Accident Report 

 
   Mr Huby presented his report to Committee outlining the new report format outlining the 

instances of accidents across the NHC campuses as well as outlining areas of mitigation. 
 
The Chair noted that this report was a genuine improvement and provided members with a 
greater level of both the status of safety on campus. With the additional mitigation and ‘lessons 
learned’ offering the Committee an opportunity to provide greater scrutiny.  
 
Action. – The Committee noted that the BoM had a preference to show performance using a 
RAG rating. The Director of ETEC was asked to provide RAG ratings against accident and incident 
reporting for future reports. 
 
Mr Sandison noted that trend analysis was a key area of interest for the Board of Management 
and asked to what extent this was available within NHC health and safety reporting framework. 
The Director of ETEC noted that there is a vast difference between how the incidents were being 
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reported (although they are being reported), with a key learning being how staff can standardise 
the reporting. This would allow more detailed and valuable trend analysis. 
 
Mr Ferrier noted the fire statistics as reported to Committee and advised members that these 
were as good as they have been in recent years. 
 
Committee noted both reports. 
 
 

11.   Carbon Management Plan 

 
   Mr Ferrier presented the Carbon Management Plan to Committee, indicating that the 

performance was better than expected given the prolonged use of gas fired heating in Dornoch. 
 
Mr Murray commended the performance of the College and the improved position in relation to 
overall carbo output. Mr Ferrier stressed that although the report does outline that the NHC could 
be doing more, he was clear that the focus must be on estates. 
 
The Director of Enterprise and Innovation noted electrical vehicle charging was a potential avenue 
for lowering carbon related to staff travel. NHC had previously deferred investment in onsite 
charging points until such time as the affordability of electric fleet cars became feasible. 
 
Members noted that funding was widely available to either subsidise or remove the financial 
burden for the College to install electrical charging points and that a business case would be 
beneficial to establish the current position. 
 
Action. – The Committee requested for a business case for electrical vehicle charging points to 
be brought forward to the next F&GP Committee. 
 
Committee noted both reports. 
 

    
12   Director of Enterprise and Innovation Report 

 
   The standing business development pipeline paper was given a verbal overview by the Director of 

Enterprise and Innovation. 
 
Additionally, a sperate report was presented, specific to the Dornoch development. 
 
The Director of Enterprise and Innovation informed Committee of the successful meeting in 
Inverness in November, where preferred contractor was identified. This contractor was 
recommended to the Finance and General Purposes Committee and the write a letter of intent, to 
the value of £125,000. 
 
Although the sale of Ross House was still outstanding, the Highlands and Islands Enterprise funding 
was still outstanding. Meetings with the HIE area manager had been undertaken and early 
indications were that there was robust assurance was reported to the Committee. 
 
The Director of Finance stressed that without HIE funding the college would be liable for any 
shortfall and therefore breaking the public sector guidance for capital spend. The Committee Chair 
stressed that the ‘critical path’ was only achievable with an imminent decision and that any delay 
would lead to the facility not being available for students to move in during the 2020/21 academic 
year. 
 
The Chair of Audit and Risk Management noted that the appetite for risk was an area of focus for the 
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Board of Management and in this instance, the appetite for risk must be weighed against the 
potential costs of delaying the projects. And on this occasion agreeing the letter of intent would be 
the preferred route. 
 
Action. – The Committee requested the College Principal and the Director of Enterprise and 
Innovation to formally approach the HIE Area Manager for a decision on whether regional 
development funds would be committed by the agency. 
 
Committee agreed to the £125,000 expenditure and asked the Director of Enterprise and 
Innovation to draft the letter of intent. 
 
Action. – 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. 
 
Mr Ferrier noted that large corporates and trusts are alternatives to traditional ‘core funding’ for 
capital projects and whether the College could utilise these to develop projects, such as the Dornoch 
Project. The Chair of Audit and Risk Management noted that there are options to tap into funds and 
trusts, with a number of private providers offering bid writing services, that can be written off 
against taxable income.  
 
 

13.   Terms of Reference Review 

    
   The College Secretary presented the Terms of Reference (ToR) document to Committee and outlined 

that the review must be done on an annual basis, in line with standing orders. 
 
It was the view of the Board Secretary that the document was viewed as a ‘living document’ and not 
a finite and prescriptive piece of governance. Members were encouraged to review the work of the 
Board and to bring forward proposals or a recommendation to ensure that the governance of the 
College was done in the most efficient and appropriate manner, by the appropriate Committee or 
indeed sub-group. 
     
Ms Palmer noted that the Finance and General Purposes Committee was responsible for future and 
current teaching space requirement and questioned what role the Learning, Teaching and Research 
Committee had within this area of responsibility. 
 
Action. With Committees agreement, the responsibility for current and future teaching space would 
be designated as joint responsibility for both Finance and General Purposes and Learning, Teaching 
and Research. 
 
 

14   Corporate Risk Register 
 
The College Principal outlined the areas of responsibility (finances and facilities), for the Finance and 
General Purposes Committee in respect to risk. There was no recommendation to change the risk 
ratings at this time. 

    
The Principal briefed the Committee on recent developments in respect to key elements of corporate 
risks; 
 
The work ongoing by the business development unit and the diversification away from core funding 
was raised and it was noted that this made the College more flexible to emerging opportunities. 
 
The Principal highlighted that he and the Principals of Lewis Castle and Moray had been invited onto 
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a working group to look at financial system for cost and value delivery. Noting that the RAM model 
makes it harder to fund HE courses for smaller partners to sustain HE courses, given the unit of funding 
is consistent across the partnership, despite no acknowledgement of where the course is delivered. 
 
The overall financial position for the partnership was raised by the Principal and that additional income 
was unlikely to meet the projected shortfalls. A major curriculum review exercise across the University 
would be required in order to assess whether courses were being delivered as effectively as possible, 
with a large proportion of students enrolled on a small proportion of the curriculum. The Chair of 
Audit and Risk Management enquired at the timeframe for the review, with the College Principal 
stating that the work must be completed well in advance of the academic year 20/21. Mr Sandison 
asked whether there was full and active support for this across the partnership, with the College 
Principal reiterating his belief that the support is there and there is an acknowledgment of the scale 
of the challenge and that something substantial will have to change. And change quickly.  
 
Item 4.4, in respect of Brexit, the Principal noted that Colleges Scotland have been asked by Scottish 
Ministers asked to provide a response to the perceived consequences of existing the European Union. 
Recruiting targets were highlighted as an area likely to be suspended, the reskilling of mature students 
was noted as an emerging demand and the relaxation of bursary requirements (in respect to DWP 
benefit and social security requirements). 
 
The College Principal noted that the NDA are continuing to review their socio-economic, strategy and 
that the NHC has high expectations that the BEIS agency would be a major funder of the Thurso 
Campus development. 
  
 
Committee agreed to the current risk profile 

    
    

    

14   AOCB 

    
    
   Date of next Meeting: 4th March 2019 

    

   There being no other business the Finance and General Purposes business was closed. 
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Preliminaries (Audit and Risk Management Business) 
    

 
    

15   Draft Minute of the previous meeting (21-08-19) 
 

   The minute of the previous meeting was proposed as an accurate record by Ms Palmer and 
seconded by Cllr McGillivray. 

    
16   Actions arising from the previous meeting 

 
ARM0219/1 Board Secretary to prepare and distribute self-evaluation questionnaire which will be 
included within the Board away day agenda. 
 
The Boar Secretary confirmed that self-evaluation questionnaires had been issued to all members 
and thanked those that had completed them in a timely manner. 
 
The action was closed. 
 
ARM0219/2 Board Secretary to set up a meeting between Mr Rowantree and the External Auditors 
to discuss the SFC meeting. 
 
The Board Secretary noted that the meeting between the Chair of ARM and Ernst and Young the 
College’s external auditor had not yet taken place. This was confirmed by the ARM Chair. 
 
The action remains open. 
 
ARM0819/1 Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality to provide an update to Committee on 
proposals for internal audit review. 
 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that the proposals for internal audit review 
would be raised at this meeting. 
 
The action was closed. 
 
ARM0819/2 Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality to provide a progress update on the GDPR 
officer vacancy. 
 
The Principal provided an update to Committee in respect to the GDPR officer vacancy. The College 
had been unsuccessful in recruiting for the post at 2 days per week and would now explore options 
to roll the responsibilities into a broader roll. 
 
The action remains open. 
 
ARM0819/3 Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality to bring forward the final version of the 
internal audit report for procurement for the November meeting of ARM/F&GP. 
 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality confirmed that the final version was contained in 
later papers and the audit report for procurement would be discussed. 
 
The action was closed. 
 
ARM0819/4 The Risk Register ‘recommendation’ for curriculum risk (as laid out in the August 
corporate risk register) to be delegated to the next Learning, Teaching and Research Committee 
(4th December 2019). 
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The Board Secretary confirmed that the recommendation was successfully delegated to the 
Learning, Teaching and Research Committee in September, however the Committee did not wish 
to make any changes to the proposed recommendations at that time. 
 
The action was closed. 
 
ARM0819/5 College Secretary to circulate materials to members outlining the internal 
procurement options (contract extension, single site and collaborative). With a decision to be made 
by ARM members at the Full Board of Management meeting in September. 
 
The College Secretary confirmed that all members will have received a report outlining the 
procurement options as discussed in the action. This paper was brought forward to the full Board 
of Management in September and subsequently approved by members electronically. 
 
The action was closed. 
 
 
 
 
 

17   Annual Internal Audit Plan 19/20 
 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality provided an introduction to the report, outlining 
that the College had scope for 7 days as part of the internal audit contract for additional areas for 
review. 
 
These areas for review had been discussed by the PRG and three proposals were to be considered 
by the Committee, these were; 
 

• Cyber Security 

• Opportunity Management 

• Manager / Leadership development 
 
The Committee discussed the merits of the three proposed areas of review and the Committee 
Chair thanked the PRG for bringing forward areas for review that would be of benefit to the 
College and its’ staff. 
 
Mr Murray questioned whether these areas could realistically be covered within the ‘4day slots’, 
indicated by the internal auditor. Both the Director of Learning, Teaching and Research and the 
Chair of Audit and Risk Management noted that the scopes have been provided in line with other 
audits, both statutory and non-statutory, that have been historically been conducted using similar 
completion estimates. 
 
Action. The Committee agrees to engaging with the internal auditor, to carry out an internal 
audit of cyber security and opportunity management. Seeking to conduct these audits within 
the 7-day allocation. 
 
In the event that the audits cannot be completed within the 7 days, as outlined above, the 
Committee sanctions a further day of audit expense. 
 
The Committee noted the report. 
 

18   Annual Internal Audit Report 
 



 

10 
 

The internal auditor joined the meeting by V/C. 
 
The internal auditor provided an overview of the annual audit report, outlining that the College 
was deemed to have reasonable and effective risk management, control and governance 
processes in place. With 4 of the annual reviews receiving substantial assurance and one review 
receiving limited assurance. 
 
This was compared to the previous year (2017/18), where the College had 3 instances of 
substantial assurance and 2 days of limited assurance. 
 
Mr Sandison questioned whether the one instance of limited assurance had led the auditor giving 
the reasonable and effective level of risk management and not qualified level. 
 
The auditor confirmed that this was the case. The Chair noted that the item in question was on 
procurement and that the Committee had concerns with the audit opinion, given the evidence 
presented by members of the executive team and external experts. 
 
Action. Director of Finance to provide Committee with a briefing document outlining the NHC 
process for procurement, where the value is between £50,000 and £118,000. 
 
 

19   Internal Audit Reports 
 
Given the time pressures associated with the joint meeting of the F&GP and ARM Committees, 
the Chair requested that the Committee scrutinise the reports that have shown non-compliance 
or limited assurance, namely the internal audit of procurement. 
 
Committee agreed. 
 
The Chair of Audit and Risk Management noted disappointment that the procurement audit did 
highlight non-compliance. The Director of Finance and Estates noted that the level of 
procurement, to which the audit opinion had been formed, was between two thresholds for and 
the value for money for the college would be questionable if a full procurement process was 
undertaken for the expenditure. 
 
Committee requested the auditor to investigate if there were other examples that could influence 
the audit opinion. 
 
The Committee agreed to the Internal Audit Reports, with the exception of 5b (Procurement).  
 
At this time the internal auditor left the meeting by V/C 
 

20   Audit Annual Report to the Board (Draft) 
 
Due to the statutory accounts not yet having been signed of by the external auditor, it was not 
possible to produce an Audit Annual Report to the Board. 
 
This item was not taken. 
 

21   Freedom of Information Summary Report 
 
The Board Secretary provided an overview of the report, noting that FOI requests continue to be a 
substantial time commitment for staff across the College. 
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National bargaining has influenced a proportion of requests with a prevalence of staff related 
information being sought by both trade unions and lobbying groups. 
 
The board secretary noted that the reporting format had changed, as agreed with Members at the 
last meeting and the FOI summary would now reflect the statutory reporting dates as required by 
the Information Commissioner. 
 
In total Eight substantive FOIs were submitted to the college. Two were withdrawn by the 
requesting party, with all requests completed within the statutory timescale. 
 
The Committee noted the report. 
 

22   Terms of Reference Review 
 
The College Secretary presented the Terms of Reference (ToR) document to Committee and 
outlined that the review must be done on an annual basis, in line with standing orders. 
 
As previously communicated to the Audit and Risk Management Committee, Members were 
encouraged to review the work of the Board and to bring forward proposals or a recommendation 
to ensure that the governance of the College was done in the most efficient and appropriate 
manner, by the appropriate Committee or indeed sub-group. 
     
The Chair noted that the ToR appeared to be consistent with the work of the Committee and that 
no Member wished to amend the terms at this time. 
 
Committee agreed the Terms of Reference for the Audit and Risk Management Committee 
 
 

23   Internal Audit Procurement Update 
 
Redacted due to commercial sensitivity. 
 
Action. Board Secretary to request an update from Jason Thurlbeck (UHI Internal Auditor), for 
an update on any integration strategy for partnership-wide internal audit. 
 
 
 

   Date of next Meeting: 26th February 2019 

    
   There being no other business the Finance and General Purposes business was closed. 
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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   
 

Signed by the Chair _______________________________________ 

 

Date ___________________________________________________ 


