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DRAFT MINUTE OF THE AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on Wednesday 23rd May  at 16:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 

 

Present 
 

Mr Robbie Rowantree, Chair. 
Mr Ryan Gow 
Ms Nicky Herd 
Mr Jim McGillivray (VC) 
  
 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Donald Macbeath, Principal 
Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning and Teaching 
Mr Andrew Fife, Internal Auditor (VC) 
Mr Rob Jones, External Auditor (VC) 
Mr Adam Pool, Secretary to the Board 
 

 
  Preliminaries 

 
   

   
 1 Apologies 

  Apologies had been received from Mr Roddy Ferrier, Ms Tessa Palmer and Mr Andrew Kerr.  
 

   
 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 (28-02-18) 
   

  The minutes of the previous meeting were proposed as an accurate record first by Mr McGillivray and 
seconded by Mr Gow.  

   
 4 Actions Arising from the previous meeting 
   

  ARM1117/1-  
This will be discussed as an agenda item.  

   

  ARM0318/1-  
The Director of Learning and Teaching confirmed that the College would be non-compliant if they did 
not add a depreciation profile to the fixed asset register, but it was also confirmed at that this had 
been done and can be removed from the Audit Action Plan. It was also confirmed that the action 
regarding hand arm vibration (ref 15/04) has been responded to by the Occupational Health Advisor 
and the Health and Safety Committee will discuss what is to be done next.  
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 5 NHC Audit Action Plan 

  15/02 - The Director of Learning and Teaching began with Page 3 of the plan and the action regarding 
the depreciation profile which is complete and will be removed from the next version of the plan.  
 
15/04 - As stated earlier, this is ongoing and it is hoped that at the next meeting more will be reported 
on this. 
 
16/06 - This action is in regards to self-evaluation which is being undertaken at the moment with a self-
evaluation questionnaire and also individual assessments of members. Mr Rowantree commented that 
it would be useful for these processes to be done similarly to the other UHI partners.  
 
18/02 - These actions will be reviewed when the funding credits audit is received in September. Mr 
Rowantree questioned that if credit audits done for each College would change to a more regional 
focus. It was confirmed that unless UHI governance changed it would continue to be done this way.  
 
It was agreed that the Director of Learning and Teaching will remove the complete recommendations 
from the plan.  
 
Action – The Director of Learning and Teaching to remove the completed actions from the Audit 
Action Plan to reflect the completed actions. 

   

 
 

6 Ernst and Young Enquiries Letter 

  Mr Rowantree first asked Mr Jones to give a brief summary of the reason for this letter. Mr Jones 
commented that this was not an annual requirement for the College but it does help confirm the 
understanding between the Auditors and the College of what is required of both parties.  Mr Rowantree 
felt that before a full formal response was given, time should be taken to discuss the response with the 
Committee and Executive Team. Mr Jones confirmed that this would be fine. The Principal felt that the 
responses at the moment are the Director of Finance and Estates’ initial responses and it would be 
helpful to review and supplement these with the Committee’s assistance. It was agreed that this 
approach was acceptable and action will be taken by Mr Rowantree and the Executive Team. 
 
Action – Mr Rowantree and Executive Team to schedule a time to discuss a response to the Ernst and 
Young enquiries letter. 

   
 7  Draft TIAA Internal Audits 

 
  Mr Fife took the Committee through the Internal Audit drafts, starting with the Follow Up Review. He 

commented that in regards to recommendations; 5 had been implemented, 1 was in the process of 
being implemented and 1 had a revised completion date. The Health and Safety Recommendation in 
regards to hand arm vibration had already been discussed.  
 
The next audit discussed was Payroll. Mr Fife commented that there is 1 urgent recommendation and 
2 marked as important. The urgent recommendation relates to the College’s Travel and Subsistence 
Policy and its level of compliance with HMRC rules. This recommendation should be actioned by the 
31st June. The Director of Learning and Teaching informed the Committee that an executive response 
had not yet been completed due to staff leave, but she had discussed with the Director of Enterprise 
and Innovation what steps would be taken to carry out the recommendations. This will be dealt with 
over the next week. It was also commented that in regards to recommendation 4, which is a priority 2, 
action has already begun on this. The Director of Learning and Teaching also commented that normal 
payroll operations seem to work well and the recommendations presented by the auditors are mainly 
to do with the travel and subsistence system. The Principal commented that NHC’s policies for travel 
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and subsistence will be more complex than colleges which have a less geographically challenging 
campus set up as staff routinely must rely on College vehicles to reach other campuses. A revised 
system must be HMRC compliant but also be flexible to allow for NHC’s unique situation. Mr Fife agreed 
with this statement. 
 
Mr Fife also commented on the GDPR Audit and in particular highlighted that there were 3 areas of 
audit with a priority 1 rating. The conclusion made was that not a lot of work had been done to work 
towards the new GDPR guidelines. Mr Fife commented that while the College would not be prepared 
by the 25th of May, work had now begun to fix this. He felt there would be a little bit of leeway with 
this, as a lot of European companies were also a little behind. The Principal observed that over the past 
few months the College has been considering its position in regards to the new GDPR arrangements 
but particular situations had held up any advancement on preparing the College. He also commented 
that the Auditor’s report was helpful in showing the College what needed to be done to get to 
compliance and it was unusual for this College to receive an audit with so many urgent 
recommendations. At the moment, no Management response had been given as this was only received 
last week and the HR Manager, who is leading on GDPR, is currently on leave. The Action Plan for 
compliance will be done alongside the GDPR Officer for UHI. The Principal also commented that a 
decision was taken by UHI to appoint a single DPO and this was only done a matter of weeks ago. The 
Principal used this point to demonstrate that the College has had to deal with the wider partnership 
actions when regarding how to proceed with GDPR.  Mr Rowantree added that he had heard from 
Information Commissioner Staff and it was felt that they do not want to fine organisations straight 
away, as long as they are showing movement towards being complaint. Mr Rowantree commented 
that he would rather the College took longer getting this right rather than rushing on something that 
may need altered in the future. As long as the College works to compliance in conjunction with UHI, he 
is content that the timeline for this is suitable. It was noted by the Director of Learning and Teaching 
that Senior Management had raised a lot of concerns with this and Mr Rowantree’s comments of 
support will be passed on. 

   
   

   
 8 External Auditor Annual Report.  
  Mr Jones took the Committee through the report outlining the content of each of the pages to the 

Committee. Mr Rowantree commented that the difficulty of timing audits was discussed at the joint 
meeting of Audit Chairs. He commented that an “early warning system” could be implemented to 
allow problems to be flagged up quicker, rather than only when a formal statement was made, as 
coordinating all the partners’ responses to allow for a UHI response was difficult. Mr Jones 
commented that he was aware of this and a solution could be that the Auditors provide initial 
comments before any formal statement.  Mr Rowantree commented that in regards to Appendix C he 
could not see any guidelines for the Auditors contacting the A&RM Committee on any concerns they 
may have, which he felt was fundamental to the process. Mr Jones commented that the Auditors 
would address any issues with Management, but if they’re issues regarded Management, they would 
contact Mr Rowantree and the Committee directly. Mr Rowantree felt that in the response to the 
External Auditor’s enquiries letter, this should be outlined.  
 
The External and Internal Auditors left the meeting at this time.         
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching questioned that if this plan needed agreed at this time, would 
the Committee be happy with the fees. The Principal commented that there was nothing the College 
could do to reduce fees.  
 
The Committee approved the report.  
 
 

 9 Joint Chairs of the Audit Committees Meeting Update 
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  Mr Rowantree noted that he had attended this meeting and felt that there was a change of feeling 
within the partners to a one of working towards a more unified approach, given funding and budget 
pressures. This was welcomed. He noted that it was an ambition to be able to receive a single audit 
certificate for UHI as a whole and the Principal commented that this is a good ambition but may take 
considerable work.  Mr Rowantree also noted that in regards to compliance the website needed some 
work relating to BoM documents and information. Things such as papers and agendas needed added 
to the site. The Board Secretary will review what is needed in regards to the Code of Good Governance 
and work towards solving this and will update the Principal on any actions needed. Mr Rowantree 
questioned whether the Board was compliant with the Code of Good Governance as a whole. The 
Principal commented that he had responded to an email from Fiona Larg regarding the external 
effectiveness review carried out and the progress of actions agreed by the Board. He feels that the 
Board has responded positively to the actions to demonstrate compliance. The Principal commented 
that as far as identifying what is needed for compliance in regards to the website, this can be done 
internally as a Board. Mr Rowantree added that looking at ease of access for the website could be 
investigated to show that the College is not only compliant but is also going that bit further. The 
Director of Learning and Teaching commented that it would be good to review the action plan at the 
next Board meeting and it was decided that a message would be sent to the Chair asking for this to be 
discussed. The Director of Learning and Teaching commented that it would be useful to get an external 
opinion of the user friendliness of the site. Mr Gow and Ms Herd agreed that they would do this and 
produce a short report for the Committee.  
 
ACTION - Board Secretary to use the Code of Good Governance to investigate what is needed for the 
BoM website page, and report to the Executive Team 
 
ACTION – Board Secretary to Contact the Chair of the Board to discuss including the 2017 
effectiveness review as an item in his report.  
 
ACTION – Mr Gow and Ms Herd to review the NHC website in regards to user friendliness and 
accessibility.  
 
 
Mr Rowantree also commented on “Cyber Essentials” and felt it seemed to be a UHI issue. He felt it 
was another aspect that Audit Scotland would be focused on. The Principal felt it should be UHI that 
leads on this compliance. The Director of Learning and Teaching commented that this may be 
something the IT team are already working on and suggested a short update from the Director of 
Enterprise and Innovation to provide a short summary for the Committee. Mr Rowantree felt that it 
would be useful to have somebody on the Board who was aware of this issue and could guide the Board 
on it. 
 
ACTION – The Director of Enterprise and Innovation to provide a short paper summarising the 
Colleges stance on Cyber Security. 
 
 

 10 NHC Risk Register 

   
  The Principal informed the Committee, as owners of the Risk Register, that the new format for the 

reporting of the register had been approved by all Committees and the Board.  
 
Curriculum 
The Principal commented on difficulties enrolling students in the College-school link courses which 
potentially will impact on the final numbers. Anecdotally it is felt this is due to the schools in the area 
moving to a half day on a Friday. Friday is the day the College classes for school students would be and 
some students do not want to take on extra classes when they could have a half day off. Also, the 
Director of Learning and Teaching commented that there will be big cuts to the Highland Council 
budgets and transport is likely to be affected. There is not any one reason for the drop in applications 
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but it is disappointing in regards to developing the young workforce. The Principal commented that 
there are a few risks associated with this. The biggest risk is young people are not taking advantage of 
opportunities which could further their future careers. There is also a financial risk for the College due 
to funding targets not being met and also a political risk as this may give the impression the College is 
not doing all it can to help young learners. He commented that this may involve taking action in 
conjunction with the teaching staff to remedy this problem. The Director of Learning and Teaching 
commented that various marketing strategies are being developed to target not only the school link 
learners but to promote Further Education courses as well. Mr Rowantree asked how the College knows 
it is getting the most out of its marketing strategies and the Principal commented that there is a 
marketing review carried out each year that examines which strands of NHC marketing were most 
successful so as not to waste resources.  Mr Rowantree questioned if there was a way for NHC to have 
a campaign that could intensively focus on our target audience using social media. For example possibly 
getting students to help target the key audience by “video blogging” or sharing their own experiences 
to demonstrate the benefits of undertaking a College course. The Director of Learning and Teaching 
commented that she would ask marketing to produce a short report on how they analyse their success 
in marketing mediums. 
 
ACTION – The Marketing Team to produce a short paper highlighting to the Board how various 
marketing mediums are assessing in regards to success rates.  
 
The Principal also noted to the Committee that the NHS Working Group and the College have met up 
and agreed a number of actions that will hopefully foster skills development opportunities for the area. 
Finally, he informed the Committee that due to disputes there had been no pay award agreement for 
Lecturing Staff in regards to National Bargaining and there may be a strike risk.  
 
Services 
The Principal first commented on the risk in regards to the LEAN system. The HR Manger has been 
leading on this and it was previously thought that UHI would provide training on this. This may now not 
be the case, but talks were ongoing to try and resolve this. The Principal commented more positively 
on the new combined Assistant Directors Group which has been meeting regularly.  
 
Research 
The Principal commented that there are number of activities underway in relation to developing what 
is offered through ERI. For example the ERI have submitted an application to the Scottish Colleges 
foundation regarding a research project focusing on water quality, which has been approved.  
 
Finances 
The Principal commented on the obvious challenges that the College faces in regards to Finance. One 
area that was highlighted is that the FERB has not approved allocation for funding for FE activity. There 
will be a meeting in the near future in which it is hoped this will be resolved. This is not just down to 
the FERB but to the SCF, who distribute funds to the region. The Principal commented that all 4 
applications made by NHC to the foundation have been approved.  
 
 
Staffing 
The Principal noted that the Staff Development Program devised by the HR Manager is underway and 
Interviews have been taking place for 4 new promoted lecturer posts. There was no recommendation 
to change this risk. 
 
Facilities 
The Principal commented that funding has been approved to develop the campuses at Easter Ross and 
Dornoch. It is also being discussed where the Newton Room will actually be placed in the College. If it 
goes on the ground floor of Morven, the library will need to be moved before the new term starts. In 
relation to this, accessibility and fire risks for having the library on the first floor are being assessed. 
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Also considerable work has been done at the campuses to work towards improving the fire safety of 
the College. This includes a new Fire Safety Committee being set up.  
   

   

   
 11 Freedom of Information Summary Report  

   
  There were no comments made on the paper.  
   
   

There being no other business the meeting was closed at 17:50 
 

  Date of next Meeting: 22nd August 2018 
   
   

 
 
 
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 ___________________________________________________ 


