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MINUTE OF THE AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on 21st August 2019 at 16:00 in the CfEE Meeting Room, Thurso 

 

Present 
 

Mr Robbie Rowantree 
Mr Jim McGillivray (VC) 
Ms Tessa Palmer (VC) 
Mr Matthew Groves (VC) 
 
 
 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Donald Macbeath, Principal 
Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates 
Ms Anne Bremner, Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality 
Ms Gill Callaghan, Internal Auditor 
Mr Struan Mackie, Secretary to the Board 
 

 
  Preliminaries 

 
   

   
 1 Apologies 

  Apologies had been received from Wendy Sephton and external auditors Ernst & Young LLP. 
 

   
 2 Declarations of Interest 
  Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda. Ms Callaghan as 

the College’s Internal Auditor would be excluded for the discussion during item 11 as the matter related 
directly to Internal Auditor procurement for forthcoming years. 
 
No further 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 (22/05/19) 
   
  Correcting the minute to reflect that no changes were proposed to the risk register, the draft minute 

as corrected was proposed as an accurate record by Ms Palmer and seconded by Mr McGillivray. 
   
 4 Actions Arising from the previous meeting 
   

   
  ARM0219/1 – Board Secretary noted that this had been circulated to members, however there were a 

number of responses still outstanding. In order to compile the Self-evaluation findings and provide 
insight into the Committee any further responses would be welcome and individual members would be 
‘chased’ in the coming weeks. 
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ARM0219/2- Mr Rowantree noted that this was still to be completed, however contact had been made 
between the Chair of the ARM Committee and Ernst & Young within the last week.  

   
 
 

 
 

5 Audit Action Plan 

  The Committee reviewed the recommendations in the Audit Action Plan.  
 
GDPR 
 
Recommendation 11 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality informed the Committee that having reviewed the 
follow up audit, auditors recommended that the recommendation would be removed.  
 
Mr Rowantree noted that completing these task is important and will bring a sense of closure, with 
anything that does arise being escalated as appropriate. 
 
Mr McGillivray suggested that the Committee proceed with caution when looking to complete audit 
actions but was satisfied with responses provided by the Executive and the ARM Chair. 
 

The Committee approved the removal of recommendations as the auditors were satisfied with their 
progress.  
 

 6 Internal Audit Plan  
   

The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that there were 20 days of internal audit activity 
under the current contract. In previous years, the College put forward areas for consideration in order 
to use the remaining balance, once the statutory internal audit time had been concluded. 
 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality outlined some of the areas that have not undergone 
internal audit in some time, such human resources and partnership working, although areas of high 
risk on the College Risk Register may also be put forward as strong areas for consideration. 
 
Mr Rowantree asked the Director for particular areas that the Executive team believed merited review 
by internal auditors. Mr Mcbeath believed that an independent view of the curriculum and how it is 
marketed would be useful, as the Executive team are often viewing the pipeline for new curriculum 
opportunities on an internal basis. This was especially true given that new opportunities will need to 
be marketed to their fullest potential not only within NHC but done more widely by UHI. 
 
Ms Callaghan noted that the curriculum and marketing were significant risk areas contained within the 
Risk Register and that would form a strong basis of an internal audit process. Mr MacBeath noted that 
this would be useful and welcomed that this would be in scope. 
 
Action – Ms Bremner in conjunction with the Senior Executive team and the internal auditor would 
convene further meetings and bring forward any proposals to members by email in advance of the next 
ARM Committee. 
 
 

   

 7 Internal Audit Update 
  The Director for Learning, Teaching and Quality outlined that two statutory key audits have been 

conducted in payroll and GDPR. 
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Ms Bremner provided a narrative of the paper and highlighted that out of the 13 recommendations, 
10 have been fully implemented and 3 remain outstanding, all in relation to GDPR. 
 
Ms Callaghan stated that they were pleased to say that all the priority 1 recommendations were 
implemented, and the high-risk items have been removed. 
 
Mr Rowantree asked whether the outstanding recommendations would be met by NHC or whether 
there was a wider role for UHI and whether the GDPR role would continue with the Board Secretary. 
Ms Bremner explained that all audit actions were on the college and the implementation was the 
responsibility of NHC and that the role is not currently filled. 
 
Action. – Ms Bremner to bring forward progress of the GDPR officer vacancy and keep the ARM 
Committee informed of any appointment. 
 

   
 8  Draft Procurement internal Audit Report 

 
  The Director of Learning and Quality provided an overview of the draft report and noted that the full 

report, with Executive narrative, would be available for the next ARM Committee meeting. 
 
Mr Rowantree asked what support can be given to the Executive team to provide flexibility within the 
various audit processes and look to make the process better. 
 
Mr Ferrier noted that it has been a very difficult year and very time consuming to ensure that 
commitments made by the College could be met. Mr Mcbeath supported this position and noted that 
it was hard to find a balance. The Principal requested for time to go over the report with the Executive 
team and provide responses to the limited assurance offered in the report. 
 
Ms Callaghan appreciated that a number of areas had limited assurance and noted that they would 
await responses from the Executive team. 
 
Ms Bremner expressed that there was acknowledgement by the Auditor that there were challenges 
with working with Apuc, especially in respect to a number of suppliers that are on the framework and 
a lack of specific understanding of the NHC’s geography and operation. 
 
Mr Ferrier brought to the attention of the Committee that some areas of specialism would not 
necessarily be Apuc’s specialism and agreed with Mr Rowantree, Ms Palmer and Mr Groves that we 
must learn from this and perhaps find ways to flag the issue in future.  
 
Action. – Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality to bring forward the final report to the November 
ARM Committee. 
 
 

   

 9 Risk Management Internal Audit – Verbal Update 

  The Director of Learning and Quality provided an overview of the desk audit and noted that the 
Principal is providing narrative at this time, with the final outcomes to come forward in due course. 
 
Ms Callaghan appreciated the timeframe for response and thanked the Executive team for their 
cooperation.  
 
The Committee noted the update. 
 

   
 10 Corporate Risk Register 
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  The Principal took the Committee through the risk register highlighting the biggest factors in each risk 
category and noted that as a result of work conducted since the last meeting. 
 
Curriculum 
The current curriculum risk acknowledges the major challenge in meeting the expectation of the 
Colleges funding bodies in both further and higher education. An extensive Curriculum Review has 
taken place and positive developments such as work with local employers to strengthen provision, 
success in taking in students from further afield and d a significant push in recruiting students (on a 
part-time basis) current targets have now been met, although subject to audit. 
 
The indication, including projected student numbers, suggests strongly that the College is in a better 
position for this coming year. The Principal wished to recommend a reduction in the risk profile from 
Red 20 to Amber 12. 
 
Ms Palmer suggested a cautious approach may be advised, whilst recognising the significant progress 
that has been made. In respect to student numbers it was thought that waiting until the 11th of 
September would be prudent as Full-Time numbers would be provisionally available at this time. 
 
Action. Mr Rowantree proposed that the view of the Committee was to delegate the consideration for 
Learning, Teaching and Research (11th September) and make an informed decision on the Principal’s 
recommendation. Committee agreed. 
 
Services 
The Principal noted to the Committee that the UHI Partnership Assembly Programme have set up four 
working groups established to make recommendations across the partnership. These were 
governance, financial sustainability, staffing and the student experience. In October the partnership is 
due to report back and the Committee may wish to examine the risk profile based on the group’s 
recommendations at this time.  
 
Research 
The Principal informed the Committee there have been financial challenges in 18/19, with ERI not being 
able to maintain the high level of success in previous years. The dependency on European funding 
within the research community is a high-risk lack of clarity about future or alternative funding post 
Brexit leaves significant uncertainty. 
 
Finances 
The Principal noted the funding position across the college sector and stressed the scale of the 
challenge for NHC, despite some positive steps being taken to deliver revenue through non funding 
council income, such as new services and commercialisation.  
 
An uplift in remoteness and rurality funding was reported by the Principal and of the £400k delivered 
to the region, the College has been able to secure a sizable proportion of that budget. Mr Rowantree 
requested an update on the final position for this financial year, with Mr Ferrier noting that the deficit 
has been reduced RDEL is c.£330k, with better than anticipated performance across a number of cost 
centres. 
 
The Principal stressed the impact of national bargaining and noted that it remains an ongoing challenge. 
The SFC have made it clear that there will be no addition funding to meet pay increases and have 
compelled colleges to make 3% year-on-year efficiency gains going forward. 
 
Mr Rowantree congratulated the Executive team for improving the financial position. 
 
 
 
Staffing 
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On a positive note for staffing, a new Director of the ETEC in Giles Huby is now in post and this has 
removed a significant area of risk for the college. This is especially evident given the importance of the 
ETEC to the NHC and the wider locality and the businesses that operate locally. 
 
The Principal highlighted the Curriculum Review that has been ongoing throughout the summer period 
where the outcomes are now beginning to be progressed. Mr Rowantree asked about the nature of 
any post reductions, with the Principal noting that not all staff losses were or would be voluntary, 
although some staff have come forward. 
 
Facilities 
The Principal noted good progress in this area by both the College and the UHI across the partnership 
network and wished to recommend a reduction in risk profile (6.5 & 6.7) for GDPR to be reduced from 
red to amber. 
 
It was noted that the primary risks in this area are historically health and safety matters across the 
estate, however in recent years the profile has been impacted by the GDPR regulations. 
 
Mr Rowantree commented that the rationale for any risk reduction within the College register was 
being able to prove that proactive steps have been taken and the outcome could be justifiable to any 
regulatory body. In this case it was felt this had been done and proposed that the Committee agree to 
reduce the risk profile. 
 
The Committee agreed with this.  
  
 
 

   
 11 Procurement of Internal Auditors 2020/21 

  Due to the potential nature of the discussion, the minute for the following item has been generalised.  
 
Ms Callahan was excluded from the committee (via telephone conference) and Ms Bremner opened 
the discussion with the options open to the College in respect for future internal audit. 
 
The options included extending the auditors contract, tendering for a single site auditor and engaging 
in a collaborative engagement with another network partner. 
 
Given the members familiarity with current the auditor and that single site procurement was also well 
known, Mr Rowantree asked for an outline of collaborative procurement benefits, with the Director of 
Learning, Teaching and Quality outlining the potential for knowledge share across the audited colleges.  
 
Action. Members discussed the merit of contract extension, single site procurement and collaborative 
procurement. The Board Secretary was asked to provide a benefits analysis for the three options, to be 
brought forward to the next Board of Management meeting in October. 

   
 12 Freedom of Information Summary Report  

   
  Board Secretary noted the slight amendment to the format of the Freedom of Information Summary 

Report, with requests now broken down into subject themes, namely students, staff, estate, and 
finance. 
 
Mr Rowantree welcomed the changes and questioned if there was a more formal process for 
requesting information outside of the Freedom of Information request framework. The Board Secretary 
noted that the prevalence of online portals that facilitate FOIs has reduced appetite for less formal 
avenues which do not have guarantees on response times from public organisations. 
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Further analysis of FOI subjects will be conducted by the Board Secretary and disseminated to both the 
Executive team and members of Committee. Identifying key areas of interest was felt to provide an 
opportunity to improve and direct stakeholders and the public to ‘Frequently asked questions’ or 
something similar on the Colleges website. 

   
 13 Chair and Auditors Discussion 
   

  On the exclusion of Committee Members present and on video conference, Mr Rowantree and the 
Internal Auditor held the planned discussion. 
 

  AOCB 

   
There being no other business the meeting was closed at 18:20 
  

  Date of next Meeting: November 27ths 2019, joint with Finance and General Purposes. 
   
   

 
 
 
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 ___________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 


