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 MINUTE OF THE 
 AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 

 
held on Wednesday 19th August 2020 at 16:00 on Microsoft Teams 

 
Present 
 

Mr Robbie Rowantree (Chair) 
Mr Andrew Kerr (Vice Chair) 
Cllr Jim McGillivray  
Mr Donald MacBeath 
Mr Matthew Groves 
 

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 - Ernst & Young LLP 
Internal Auditors (outgoing) Tiaa Ltd 
Internal Auditors (incoming) Wiley & Bisset LLP 
 

 
   Preliminaries 
    

The Audit and Risk Management Committee Chair informed Members that the meeting will be 
recorded to assist with minuting, however given the guidance provided since the last meeting, 
meetings would no longer be recorded by video.  
 

1   Apologies 
 

   Apologies had been received for Ms Wendy Freyett. 
    

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   Minutes of the previous meeting (20th May 2020) 
 
The Chair informed Committee that these minutes had been approved in draft and scrutinised at 
the Board of Management meeting in May. In lieu of any amendments or comments, a proposer 
and seconder was sought: 
 
The minute was proposed by Cllr McGillivray and seconded by Mr Groves 
 

    
4   Actions arising from the previous meeting. 
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ARM0520/01 College Principal to explore Corporate Risk Register to acknowledge 

unmitigated risks. A trial register is to be circulated to Committee once this 
exercise has been completed. 
 
The College Principal informed Committee that this exercise had not been 
undertaken in time for this Committee but that it would be tabled for the 
subsequent Committee in November.  
 
Committee agreed that the action was not complete, and the action 
remained open. 
  

ARM0520/02 Director of Finance and Estates to provide Committee with an update on the 
Colleges NDI submissions and compatibility with the newly integrated SUN 
finance system. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates noted that the integration was now 
complete, although the system had created some teething problems and the 
local Finance Manager would be best placed to provide an update. 
 
Committee agreed to amend the action and ask the NHC Finance Manager to 
provide an update at the next ARM Committee. The action remained open. 
 

ARM0520/03 College Secretary to arrange a kick-off meeting with Moray College Board of 
Management representatives as part of ongoing internal audit collaboration. 
 
The College Secretary confirmed that initial meetings had been held and that 
post procurement both Colleges wished to work closely to deliver further 
collaboration in the future.  
 
Committee noted the updated and closed the action. 

 

    
 

5   North Highland College Annual Report 
 
The Annual Report for the North Highland College was tabled by the internal auditors Tiaa, with Mr 
Harrison providing an overview for Committee. 
 
Outlined in the introduction was the four reviews having been carried out in the calendar year, with 
acknowledgement that COVID-19 has significantly impacted internal audit works and that the 
planned cyber security audit had been cancelled. Overall two instances of substantial assurance 
and two instances of reasonable assurance had been given. The Chair of the Committee welcomed 
the report and acknowledged that COVID-19 impacts were understandable, with the cancelled 
activity on cyber security being noted. The audit opinion stated that the North Highland College had 
reasonable and effective risk management, control and governance processes in place and that the 
pandemic had not impacted the overall assessment.  
 
Committee noted the report.  
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6   Internal Audit Reports 
    
   Further to the annual report, the internal auditor presented the two internal audit reports 

(assurance review of opportunity management and the follow up reports) for consideration. 
 
Within the review of opportunity management, the internal auditor noted that the overall opinion 
was that there was reasonable assurance that there was good practice being deployed across the 
College with seven action points in total. These recommendations were accepted by members of 
the Executive Leadership team present and the Committee noted the report. 
 
Committee enquired about the assurance levels provided within both the internal audit report and 
the annual report covered within the previous item, with the Chair noting some discomfort at the 
number of ‘reasonable assurances’ given in comparison to previous years. The internal auditor 
stressed that within the definitions provided in both reports the ‘reasonable assurance’ 
represented adequate controls but that there is scope for improvement and should not be viewed 
as a negative opinion.  
 
The Committee noted the report. 
 
The Chair of the Audit and Risk Management Committee thanked Tiaa Ltd for their work in 
supporting North Highland College during their appointment and wished the company and all of 
the internal auditors the very best wishes on behalf of the Board of Management.  
 
Mr Harrison thanked the Committee Chair for the kind words and thanked the Board of 
Management for the opportunity to conduct internal audit activity at the College. 
  
At this time the Internal Auditor (Tiaa Ltd) left the meeting. 

    
    

    
7   North Highland College Audit Needs Assessment 

 
The Chair of the Audit and Risk Management Committee asked Mr Gillespie of Wylie and Bisset to 
provide an introduction to the report and outlined the new internal audit plan. 
 
The internal auditor provided a summary of the internal audit provision and the terms of 
engagement as agreed between the company and North Highland College. An overview of the 
internal audit approach was described as per the Committee Papers and the three areas were 
identified as areas for audit activity. These were: student recruitment and retention, COVID-19 
heath and Safety and Staff wellbeing and mental health.  
 
The Committee Chair welcomed the proposals outlined in the report but questioned how mental 
heath or wellbeing would be quantified. The internal auditor noted that there were a number of 
standardised areas that could be looked at, such as using questionnaires and surveys. With a short 
and long form (targeted approach) that could be done at random to assess a broad base of the staff.  
 
Committee requested that the visits outlined in the report could be swapped around to maximise 
the benefit of internal audit activity and the pressing nature of the COVID-19 pandemic. The internal 
auditor confirmed that this could be accommodated and that a refreshed plan would be circulated 
to Committee Members through the Board Secretary.  
 
Action: College Secretary to circulate a refreshed Audit Needs Assessment document as returned 
from Wylie and Bisset. 
 
Committee approved the assessment.  
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8   Freedom of Information Summary Report 

    
The College Secretary provided an introduction to the FOI standing item, noting that the number of 
requests report are relatively low but the complexity levels continue to be high. The two requests 
not responded to within the 20-day working day window were bot completed within one additional 
working week, although it had been communicated through the whatdotheyknow website that an 
internal review will be forthcoming for at least one of these responses. 
 
The Board Secretary noted that given how much time had been used to provide a response, it was 
disappointing to be in this position. Committee noted the report.  
 

9   Audit Action Plan 

    
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality provided an introduction to the Audit Action Plan 
and noted that this report was far shorter than normal due to COVID-19 and the reduced internal 
audit activity and the focus of College staff at providing business continuity. 
 
Committee were invited to note that progress from the GDPR, Risk Management and Procurement 
audits, noting that seven recommendations were now complete. And agree the revised completion 
dates for the three outstanding recommendations to June 2021 as a result of COVID-19. 
 
The Committee expressed support to staff implementing the recommendations and noted that 
Members wished to ensure that dates being proposed were feasible and would not present an 
unwelcome burden for staff at this time. The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality expressed 
that she believed the dates were feasible but acknowledged that COVID-19 still represented a great 
deal of uncertainty. 
 

10&11   Corporate Risk Register & COVID-19 Risk Register 
    

   The College Principal provide Committee with context on how COVID-19 has affected the College, 
outlining the short, medium and long-term risks. 
 
As outlined at the first ‘all digital’ Board Meeting in March, much of the College’s risk have been 
focussed on the transition from a campus-based model to conducting almost all operations online 
and through digital means. The College Principal noted that since lockdown, NHC has been able to 
maintain business operations and that teaching staff were engaging with students and progressing 
their learning.  
 
The mitigation of COVID-19 related risks at this time can be viewed as having been largely successful 
and in the short-risks are being managed and sets the groundwork for future work to come. 
 
 
Risk Area: 1 Curriculum 
 
As previously intimated to Committee, The Principal noted that as a direct consequence of COVID-
19, NHC will not meet either its’ recruitment targets for either FE or HE courses. The announcement 
that the SFC will not be penalise Colleges for missing targets due to COVID-19 was welcome and 
acknowledged within the risk profile.   
 
The future of curriculum delivery will continue to be a focus as the phased return from Coronavirus 
continues. The UHI’s approach to blended learning has been good baseline but it was acknowledged 
that the ‘new normal’ for learning will be in place for some time.  
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Risk Area: 2 Services 
 

The College Principal provided an update on the Colleges business service provision, noting the 

previous section in relation to ongoing off-campus delivery.   

 

Risk Area: 3 Research 
 
The College Principal updated Committee that the phased return as outlined by the Scottish 
Government has allowed some field works to be completed.  
 
It was communicated to Committee that the uncertainty regarding post-Brexit funding packages 
continue to be an emerging issue. As of yet, there has been no clarity offered that can give comfort 
to the ERI and the wider UHI research community and this risk exposure will only increase without 
major announcements on either integrated or standalone funding for research. 
 

 

Risk Area: 4 Finance 
 
The College Principal noted that this finance remains a significant risk for NHC and that although 

some of the early indications show that the COVID-19 impact would be less severe than first feared, 

there are significant ramifications.  

 

It was confirmed that the College would not be in a position to claim European social funding for FE 

delivery this year. This is due to the funding only applicable to additional activities beyond the core 

targets (which as previously mentioned would be missed), across the UHI. 

 

Risk Area: 5 Staff 
 
The Principal noted that staffing, as previously indicated, has been largely effective at transitioning 

online. Since the last Committee, further information on furlough has come forward and that all 

furloughed staff would be ‘at post’ by early September. 

 

Significant efforts have been made to ensure that staff are able to carry out duties remotely in a 

healthy and safe matter. The College Principal stressed however that staff now have a significant 

additional burden of work due to COVID-19. Much of the workforce have their routine 

responsibilities as well as new responsibilities at both local (NHC), regional (partnership) and in 

some instances national level. 

 

In line with the updated Risk Register, the College Principal noted that the College will be entering 

a period of transition and that there was a significant risk posted by the absence of key post holders. 

Namely the post of North Highland College Principal. 

 

Risk Area: 6 Facilities 
 
The College Principal outlined that some progress was now being made on the Dornoch project 
after the suspension of activity due to COVID-19.  Sizeable work on the campus is being undertaken 
to support social distancing and resilience efforts but more will be required in the coming weeks 
and months. It was acknowledged that the site team is small and that additional support may be 
required.   
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Committee agreed to the proposed risk positions outlined in both the Corporate Risk Register and 
the COVID-19 Risk Register. 
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AOCB 
 
The Committee Chair, on behalf of the Audit and Risk Management Membership, wished to put on 
record their thanks to the College Principle for his time at the College and for the working closely with 
his Committee, especially so during this very difficult and disruptive time. 
 
The College Principal thanked the Committee Chair for his words and expressed his thanks to the 
Members of Audit and Risk Management for their support during his tenure as College Principle.  
 
 
There being no other business at this time the meeting 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 ___________________________________________________ 


