
 

 

1 

 

 

BoM0620/9a  

 

 

 

 

DRAFT MINUTE OF THE 

 AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 

 

held on Wednesday 20
th

 May 2020 at 16:00 on Microsoft Teams 

 

Present 

 

Mr Robbie Rowantree (Chair) 

Mr Andrew Kerr (Vice Chair) 

Cllr Jim McGillivray 

Ms Tessa Palmer 

Mr Donald MacBeath 

 

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) 

 

 

   Preliminaries 

    

The Audit and Risk Management Committee Chair informed Members that the meeting will be 

recorded to assist with minuting and that that there was an error on the title of agenda item 3, 

which should read ‘February’ meeting.  

 

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 (26
th

 February 2020) 

 

The Chair informed Committee that these minutes had been approved in draft and scrutinised at 

the Board of Management meeting in March. In lieu of any amendments or comments, a 

proposer and seconder was sought: 

 

The minute was proposed by Mr. Kerr and seconded by Ms. Palmer 
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4   Actions arising from the previous meeting. 

 

    
ARM0220/01 College Secretary to reissue the draft letter to the Board of Management for 

Committee and seek comments and approval from Members (by email). 

 

The College Secretary noted that the email was issued electronically on the 2
nd

 

of March and all responses were received on the 3
rd

 of the same.  

 

Committee agreed that the action was complete, and the action was closed. 

 
 

    

 

5   Audit Action Plan 

 

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 informed that a number of items 

have been progressed, although some activates have been impacted by COVID-19 priorities. 

 

Within the Risk Management Audit, point 19.1, the College Principal noted that there is currently 

no section within the corporate risk register which indicated the result of unmitigated risks. The 

Principal asked committee whether an additional section on unmitigated risks, as recommended 

by the internal auditor, would be wanted by the ARM committee and whether Committee would 

grant a reasonable timescale in order to complete these actions.  

 

The Chair noted that the current Corporate Risk Register was a well received and robust 

document and that this additional narrative was already implied by both the description of the 

risk and the description of mitigating actions. Mr Groves stated that for each piece of risk 

identified, an unmitigated narrative would be a sensible addition.   

 

The Director of Finance and Estates noted that the Risk Register was already a very substantive 

document and that a narrower focus on the ‘key risks’ to the business would be a more 

appropriate document for Committee in understanding the legacy, current and potential risks. 

 

The Chair proposed a compromise, tabling that a trial run of this additional column using two or 

three key risks could allow Committee to assess whether a wider overhaul of the register would 

be both necessary and of benefit to the ARM Committee. 

 

Action: College Principal to issue a trial Corporate Risk Register (for a limited number of key 

risks) in line with the internal auditor’s recommendations.  

 

Returning to the Audit Plan, the Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that a number 

of tentative competition dates for the procurement audit required ‘firming up’. Committee were 

informed that although significant progress had been made prior to lockdown, some work does 

remain outstanding. The work that the finance team and APUC had been conducting prior to 

lockdown was highlighted to Committee as an example of good progress being cut short by the 

COVID-19 business continuity. 

 

The Committee agreed to the recommendations outlined in the Audit Action Plan. 
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6   External Audit Plan 

    

   The College’s External Auditor introduced the external audit plan and outlined that this would 

represent the fourth year of conducting external audit activity. 

 

The plan summarises the audit approach for the coming year and sets out the key risks in respect 

to the financial statements and wider scope of responsibilities. 

 

There were no change to the external auditors responsibilities in respect to the financial 

statements although changes to materiality (reduced) were outlined, linked heavily to the 

college’s financial position and the global issue of COVID-19 activity. 

 

Standard risks around income recognition, expenditure recognition and management override 

continue to be a focus. Property, plant and equipment, pension assets and in-year COVID-19 

related activities were identified as sizeable risks to the business and this was reflected in the 

audit approach. 

 

Committee were directed to the paper’s appendices: outlining the indicative audit fee that was 

anticipated to rise due to additional work likely to be undertaken in 2020/21. 

 

The Committee Chair noted that the funding structure NHC operates in (in respect to the UHI 

partnership) was a complex risk with internal partnership pressures. The Chair enquired whether 

the external auditor had an opinion on this specific risk and whether it was understood in the 

context of the wider financial position, which is heavily reliant on SFC funding. The auditors noted 

that this income stream had been a focus of audit work and it was felt that the external audit 

team well understood the unique income challenges that partnership institutions were exposed 

to. 

 

The Committee Chair tabled a question on the ongoing financial sustainability of the College and 

the issue of ‘going concern’ categorisation. The external auditor noted that they are required to 

provide an opinion on financial sustainability and specifically ‘going concern’ opinion. Following a 

number of corporate failures, regulators continue to put pressure on auditors to conduct even 

more work on going concern and to provide more challenge.  

 

The National Fraud Initiative was raised as a reoccurring item within the external auditor’s plan 

and Ernst Young were asked on whether this issue was being flagged to Committee at this time 

because of continued non-compliance. The auditor noted that the NFI exercise is a reporting 

requirement that is conducting mid-year and given that the activity had not been completed 

before the end of the financial year, the external auditor was required to follow up. The Director 

of Finance and Estates noted that submitting information has continued to be a challenge and the 

SUN account system should hopefully aid with submissions in future years. 

 

Action: Director of Finance and Estates to provide an update on NFI information submissions 

and compatibility with the new SUN finance system. 

 

The Director of Finance and Estates asked at what point does a detreating financial position in the 

public sector result in a qualified opinion on ‘going concern’, particularly given that the UHI 

partnership have advised partners to continue as normal despite the clear financial issues. The 

College Principal enquired whether the external auditors have been provided with any guidance 

(either through audit Scotland or the SFC) in respect to the very real possibility that deficit 

budgets may be required in order to maintain college operations and ensure that there would be 

no detriment to students. The external auditor informed committee that no such guidance had 

been issued on budgets from the SFC and that although the publically funded status makes it very 

difficult to provide an opinion that would not support a going concern position, it is possible that 
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such an opinion could be given this year. Although it was stressed that such a development could 

be applied to more than North Highland College alone.  

 

Committee agreed to the External Audit Plan. 

 

 

    

7&8   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 last full Board of Management 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 over the last two 

months, 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. 

 

The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that broadly students were engaging with 

the online learning platforms and maintaining communication with their tutors and lecturers. 

Pockets of students however were having significant challenges in continuing their studies and 

engagement was seen as a growing issue.  

 

The College Principal noted that the focus of planning was on the 2020/21 academic year and in 

line with guidance from the SFC, looking at this year as being a transitionary year. With the ‘new 

normal’ environment being in place. The macro-economic position was highlighted as being of 

real importance to the college sector as increased unemployment, economic uncertainty and the 

need to reskill and retrain may become central, devolved and local government priorities.  

 

Risk Area: 1 Curriculum 

 

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. A number of practical courses have been 

suspended, including the popular school link programme that attracts high-school aged students 

from across the Caithness, Sutherland and Easter Ross catchment area. The SFC have provided 

guidance that Colleges will not be penalised for missing targets due to COVID-19 but this would 

not cover any reductions that were in line with poor recruitment prior to lockdown.  

 

There is a developing risk in relation to student completion and success risks, although this is not 

unique to NHC. It is envisaged that due to COVID-19 number of students will not be able to 

complete study at the close of the 2019/20 academic year and this will result in lower attainment 

performance indicators. A plan is being developed to assist students to come back to campus in 

the 2020/21 year that will allow completion of courses out of cycle, when it is safe and feasible to 

do so. 

 

A UHI initiative to engage and recruit students had begun and NHC staff were involved in this 

process, with the focussed on informing potential students and existing learners that the 

partnership is ‘open for business’.  
 

 

Risk Area: 2 Services 
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The College Principal provided an update on the Colleges business service provision, noting the 

previous comments about transitioning operations away from campus delivery. Although there 

had been a degree of bedding-in and teething problems in making this transition, on a whole, 

services were performing well. 

 

Risk Area: 3 Research 

 

The College Principal updated Committee that the biggest area of risk in relation to research 

maintains the restrictions that have prohibited field and lab works, that is required extensively for 

research heavy studies. Although many students have transitioned to desktop research activities 

such as peer reviews, the need to return to field and lab working is acknowledged. 

 

 

Risk Area: 4 Finance 

 

The College Principal conveyed that this risk was an area of significant focus in recent weeks, with 

the Finance team attempting to quantify the financial impact of COVID-19. Non-SFC income has 

reduced, with commercial income dropping significantly and apprenticeship milestones (that the 

College receives Skills Development Scotland payments for) having been missed due to stay-at-

home orders. 

 

Committee was informed that the College will note be in a position to claim European social 

funding for FE delivery this year, as this funding is only applicable to additional activities beyond 

the core targets (which as previously mentioned would be missed). 

 

The net position over the four-month period to July is likely to present a £140,000 deficit, with 

over £300,000 loss of income and £160,000 in savings such as wages, furlough and reduction in 

staff expenses and travel. 

 

Risk Area: 5 Staff 

 

The Principal noted that staffing, as previously indicated, has been largely effective at 

transitioning online. Work has been undertaken to ensure that staff are conducting NHC business 

in a safe and healthy manner however it was stressed 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. 

 

Risk Area: 6 Facilities 

 

The College Principal outlined that within facilities the suspension on construction at the Dornoch 

Burghfield site has been a sizeable capital project that has been put on pause. Although steel 

work was in the immediate locality, it is anticipated that there would be a substantial delay to the 

project and staff and students would continue to be kept away from the site.  

 

 

Committee agreed to the proposed risk positions outlined in both the Corporate Risk Register and 

the COVID-19 Risk Register. 
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9   Whistle Blowing Policy Review 

 

   The College Secretary provide Committee with an overview of the existing Public Interest 

Disclosure or whistleblowing policy and stressed that this required immediate review in order to 

bring the policy in line with governance requirements. 

 

Committee approved the policy as recommended in the paper, with review and scrutiny 

responsibilities bring designated to the ARM Committee. 

 

    

10.    Internal Audit Activity Update 

 

   The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality presented an update to Committee on the audit 

activities scheduled to take place, highlighting the briefing paper that was circulated within the 

Committee Papers. 

 

The internal auditors have informed the college that the opportunity management audit will be 

conducted remotely, the need to have several face-to-face meetings for cyber security will require 

new dates. 

 

The Chair thanked the Director for the progress update and noted that conducting the remainder of 

the opportunity management audit remotely showed that much of the audit business could be 

transitioned online during these unprecedented times. 

 

Committee noted the report. 

    

11.   Internal Audit Procurement Update 

 

   The College Secretary informed Committee that the College was entering the final staged of their 

collaborative procurement exercise with Moray College. Although there was a degree of frustration 

with the framework itself, the next stage of the process would include working with Moray to assess 

the calibre of each bid. 

 

A kick of meeting had been proposed offline and it was decided that a digital face-to-face meeting 

with Moray’s designated procurement team would be a fruitful exercise for all concerned.  

 

Action: College Secretary to arrange a kick of meeting with representatives of Moray College to 

discuss shared priorities for internal audit. 

 

Committee noted the briefing note. 

    

12.   Freedom of Information Summary Report 

   The Board Secretary noted a decrease in FOI requests compared to the previous quarter, although 

most continue to come from union affiliated requestors. 

 

The Committee was informed that the Information Commissioner has issued conflicting advice to 

publicly funded organisations throughout the pandemic, with the proposal to increase FOI 

completion dates having been rejected in previous weeks. Although the Scottish Parliament formally 

changed the law in early May, it is expected that this decision could be reversed due to significant 

opposition and an amendment to the Coronavirus (Scotland) Act looks likely. 

 

As a result of this confusion, the College has not formally changed the timelines for responses, 

although all requestors are being informed of the additional demands on staff at this time and the 
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overarching guidance from both the Information Commissioner and Scottish Government that 

indicates that missed deadlines will not be viewed as failures to uphold statutory guidance.  

 

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. 
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AOCB 

 

There being no other business at this time the meeting was closed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 ___________________________________________________ 


