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MINUTE OF THE AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE MEETING 

held on Wednesday 24th May 2017 at 16:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 
 

Present 
 

Mr Robbie Rowantree, Chair 
Mr Andrew Kerr, Vice Chair 
Mr Ryan Gow 
Mr Nicholas Harding 
Mr Jim McGillivray (VC) 
Mr Graham Gillespie, Internal Auditor 
Mr Stephen Reid, External Auditor (VC) 
Mr Rob Jones, External Auditor (VC) 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates 
Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning and Teaching 
Ms Nicola Dreaves, Secretary to the Board 
Mr Andrew Brawley, Education Scotland 

 
1  Preliminaries 

 
  The Chair welcomed members to the meeting. 
   
 1.1 Apologies 
  Apologies had been received from Jason Thurlbeck (UHI). 
   
 1.2 Declarations of Interest 
  Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda. Mr Gillespie noted 

a conflict of interest in item 4.2.  No further declarations were made and members were reminded that 
a declaration could be made at any point throughout the meeting as appropriate. 

   
 1.3 Draft Minute of the previous meeting (01-03-17) 
  Subject to four minor corrections, the minutes of the Audit and Risk Management Committee meeting 

on 1st March 2017 were agreed as an accurate record, being proposed by Mr Gow and seconded by Mr 
McGillivray. 

   
 1.4 Actions arising from the previous meeting 
  Members reviewed each of the action points in turn. 

 
ARM0516/3 – Ongoing 
The action to ‘draft the tender and scope of work required to support the College in undertaking 
componentisation of the depreciation of assets, and discuss with the auditors’, is ongoing and will 
continue throughout the year. 
 
ARM0317/1 – Ongoing 
The Principal advised that this action is ongoing pending the new Strategic Plan. 
 
ARM0317/2 – Complete 
The Principal advised that there was nothing further to report in regard to the values audits. 
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ARM0317/3 – Complete  
 
ARM0317/4 – Complete 
 
ARM0317/5 – Complete  
 
ARM0317/6 – Complete  
 
ARM0317/7 & 8 – Complete  
Members were advised that this discussion will be picked up later in agenda. 

   
2  Internal & External Auditors 
   
 2.1 NHC Audit Action Plan 
  The Director of Learning and Teaching provided a brief introduction to the Audit Action Plan for the 

new members of the committee.  She advised members that the Audit Action Plan was a live document 
that collated all actions arising from internal audit reports.  It was noted that the Internal Auditors make 
comments and recommendations, but that a colour coded RAG system was also included so that this 
Committee could make its own recommendation.  She noted that in most cases the Committee 
concurred with the recommendations put forward by the Internal Auditors.  Members were advised 
that the Internal Auditors do a follow-up of actions and may disagree with the recommendations put 
forward. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates arrived at 16.10.  
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching advised members that several actions had been confirmed as 
complete at the recent follow-up audit, those being Recommendation 10 (IT, Disaster Recovery and 
Business Continuity & Follow Up 2015/16 – Ref: 15/05 & 16/07), Recommendation 1 (Corporate 
Governance – Ref: 16/06) and Recommendation 3 (Corporate Governance – Ref: 16/06).  It was noted 
that action in relation to this final complete recommendation had been taken a step further and a 
working group has been set-up to take forward standardisation of presentation of college policies.  
Members agreed the revised date of 30 June 2017 for Recommendation 4 (Corporate Governance – 
Ref: 16/06.  Members agreed these actions were complete and should be removed from the Audit 
Action Plan. 
 
Mr Rowantree asked members if they required clarification of any items so far.  Members agreed that 
a list of acronyms would be useful.  Mr Gow noted that a list of acronyms was currently being developed 
for students and suggested that it could be a starting point for the Board of Management list.  ACTION 
(ARM0517/1) Board Secretary to add any further acronyms to the list provided and circulate to Board 
Members. 
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching highlighted that an update had been provided for each of the 
follow-up actions in the action plan.  Mr Rowantree offered support in providing clarity with regards 
any of the items out with the meeting. 
 
IT, Disaster Recovery and Business Continuity & Follow Up 2015/16 – Ref: 15/05 & 16/07 
Mr Harding queried where responsibility for IT lies.  There was a short discussion and members were 
advised that responsibility is divided between UHI library Information Services (LIS) and the North 
Highland College IT Team, with LIS taking the lead role.  It was noted that the appropriate policies are 
in place to support this. 
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 2.2 Internal Audit Reports 2016/17 
   
  2.2.1     Follow Up Review 

Mr Gillespie advised members that the overall conclusion following the recent internal audit was 
‘Strong’ which is the highest classification that Wylie and Bisset can provide.  He noted that there are 
no further recommendations and added that of the 19 recommendations included in the Follow-up 
Review, 14 had been fully implemented, 2 had been superseded and 3 had been partially implemented.  
He thanked the Director of Learning and Teaching for all the work she carries out in regard to the follow-
up and invited questions from committee members.  There were no questions. 

   
  2.2.2     Data Protection/Freedom of Information 

Mr Gillespie advised members that the overall conclusion following the recent internal audit was 
‘Strong’.  He highlighted that new legislation, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) would 
come in to effect in May 2018 and drew members attention to the list of actions the College must 
undertake to ensure it is complying with the legislation.  Of particular note was that when the 
legislation comes in to force the role of Data Protection Officer will have to be a ‘stand-alone’ role due 
to potential conflicts of interest.  There was some discussion regarding implementation of these actions 
and it was agreed that the Director for Learning and Teaching would take these recommendations 
forward and provide an update at the committee meeting in November 2017.  ACTION (ARM0517/2)  
Director of Learning and Teaching to take forward recommendations from Wylie and Bisset in regard 
to complying with new GDPR legislation and report on progress at the meeting on 29th November 
2017. 
 
Mr Gillespie advised that there were two recommendations for improvement and noted that both were 
low risk.  He also asked members to note the areas of good practice and highlighted that benchmarking 
shows that North Highland College has a lower number of recommendations against other Wylie and 
Bisset client’s in the College Sector.  

   
  2.2.3     Review of Budgeting Process 

Mr Gillespie advised members that the overall conclusion following the recent internal audit was 
‘Strong’.  He noted that there were two recommendations for improvement and noted that both are 
low risk.  Five areas of good practice had been observed and they could be reviewed on page 6/7.  
Benchmarking shows that North Highland College has a lower number of recommendations against 
other Wylie and Bisset client’s in the College Sector.  

   
3  NHC Risk Register 
  The Principal advised members that the risks included in the risk register are drawn directly from the 

College’s strategic aims and objectives which is soon to be superseded.  For the purpose of advising the 
new members he noted that there are 18 risks in total, each of which are allocated to specific 
committees including the Full Board of Management which also monitors all risks with a ‘red’ status.  
The Principal noted that the committee was required to reflect on the changes proposed during the 
previous cycle of meetings and approve or amend the Draft Risk Register Version 5.4.   
 
Of particular note the Principal advised that the new Risk (18) has been given an initial scoring of 16 
placing it in the red zone and therefore referring it to the Full Board for monitoring.  Two initial actions 
have been planned to assist in informing how the risk may be reduced. Members agreed with the 
scoring and the actions as a first step in attempting to minimise the risk of Brexit to North Highland 
College UHI. 
 
Mr Brawley left the meeting at 17:00. 
 
Risk 1 
The Principal advised members that action 3 was now complete and the Report from the Externally 
facilitated review of Board Effectiveness has been submitted to the Regional Strategic Body. 
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Risk 2 
The Principal noted that time had been spent considering the College values at the recent Strategic 
Planning Day and advised that the values statement will be revised based on the outcome of this 
discussion. 
 
Risk 4 
The Principal noted that under action 2 the Regional Outcome Agreement had now been agreed and 
implemented. 
 
Risk 5 
The Principal noted that under action 2 the 17/18 funding model had been approved at FERB and North 
highland College will receive and 2.3% increase in FE funding.  He also highlighted under action 5 that 
a letter had been sent to all registered ALF Trustees on 18th May 2017. 
 
Risk 7 
The Principal highlighted that risk 7 was currently sitting in the red zone.  He drew members’ attention 
to the second action and noted that further to the Risk Register being issued there had been an 
agreement between EIS and the Employers Association that the six days of scheduled strike action will 
be suspended.  The Principal noted that this current trade dispute offers significant risk to the College 
including a substantial cost increase over the next 2-3 years as staff migrate to a national pay scale.  
Associated with this will be the requirement to adopt new terms and conditions that in turn offer 
potential risks.  Following a brief discussion, members agreed that risk 7 should remain in the red zone. 
 
Risk 9 
The Principal highlighted that under action 3 the College had successfully bid for Foundation 
Apprentices with SDS.  Under action 4, he noted that the College had also been successful in securing 
five PhD scholarships within ERI. 
 
Risk 10 
The Principal advised members that the College would before long be required to ‘buy in’ new server 
capability.  He noted that there were three possible options and that pending further detailed 
information a formal review would be necessary to determine the best course of action for North 
Highland College UHI.  The options include: 
 

1) Extensive use of a cloud based service provided by UHI (a route already taken by a number of 
UHI partners). 

2) As above but with local server back-up 
3) To fully replicate what we already have 

 
The Principal advised that a proposal would go before the Finance and General Purposes Committee 
prior to a recommendation to the full Board of Management.  
 
Risk 12 
The Principal highlighted that under action 2, the main area of concern regarding the EIS dispute had 
already been discussed. 
 
Risk 14 
The Principal advised members that the formal launch of the NHC / Nigg partnership had been 
publicised. 
 
Risk 15 
The Principal noted that the ERI had recently had some success in securing funding.  He highlighted 
that the Director of the Environmental Research Institute has been appointed as the new UHI Vice 
Principal (International and External Engagement) on a 0.5 FTE basis for three years, with effect from 
1st July 2017.   
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Risk 16 
The Principal advised that the new Vice Principal (Strategic Harmonisation and Organisational 
Efficiency) was progressing the Shared Service agenda. 

   
4  Audit and Risk Management Committee Business 
   
 4.1 Articles of Governance 
  Members considered the paper and noted the guide relating to the key functions, constitution and 

proceedings of Boards of Management.  The Scheme of Delegation and Standing Orders were 
discussed and members agreed to recommend both for approval at the next Board of Management 
meeting.  Members also agreed to recommend the staff member election rules (subject to Union 
agreement) to the Board of Management for its approval. 

   
 4.2 Procurement of Internal Auditors 
  The Director of Learning and Teaching noted that this would be the last committee meeting Mr Gillespie 

would attend and thanked him and his team for the service provided over the previous seven years.  
She added that she felt it had been a good working relationship and further thanked Mr Gillespie for 
the supportive, helpful and valuable advice that had been given.  Mr Gillespie wished to echo the 
comments of the Director of Learning and Teaching and thanked her and the committee. 
 
Further to the noted declaration of interest, Mr Gillespie left the meeting at 17:45. 
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching noted that drawing on actions from the previous meeting she 
had been advised that the College should be following the APUC Contract Strategy that has been 
circulated to members.  Further to the last committee meeting only Inverness College UHI and North 
Highland College UHI were, at present, still going ahead with a collaborative procurement process.  The 
Director of Learning and Teaching sought confirmation from the committee as to whether or not they 
wished to continue with a collaborative procurement process.  There was some discussion regarding 
the procurement process and timescales involved, members were advised that the APUC framework 
requires tenders to go through the College’s APUC procurement advisor for commercial scoring before 
the College scoring the quality elements.  Members agreed NOT to progress this round of 
procurement collaboratively due to the very short timescales involved.  It was further agreed that 
the mini-tender would be based on a 3 + 1 + 1 year agreement to allow flexibility in a changing 
environment.  Mr Rowantree, Mr Harding, the Director of Learning and Teaching, the Director of 
Finance and Estates and the Board Secretary will form the North Highland College UHI evaluation 
panel, however if other members are available they may also join the panel. 
 
ACTION (ARM0517/03) Director of Learning and Teaching to progress procurement of Internal 
Auditors through APUC and circulate the mini-tender document / procurement schedule to 
committee members for comment. 
 
Mr Rowantree requested that the UHI Vice President (Strategic Harmonisation and Organisational 
Efficiency) be notified of the challenges faced during this process and noted that North Highland College 
is keen to move forward collaboratively.  The Principal agreed to take this action.  ACTION 
(ARM0517/04) Principal to inform the UHI Vice President (Strategic Harmonisation and 
Organisational Efficiency) of the challenges faced during this procurement process and advise that 
North Highland College is keen to move forward collaboratively. 

   
 4.3 North Highland College Annual Audit Plan 2016-17 
  Mr Reid advised members that the Annual Audit Action Plan had been produced to set out their audit 

responsibilities under the Audit Scotland Code of Practice and noted that it includes responsibilities 
that are wider than just those that are financial. He drew members’ attention to key information and 
where it could be found within the document, he invited questions from members.  Mr Harding drew 
members’ attention to the note on Materiality in the Executive Summary and queried why the tolerable 
error and therefore summary of audit differences is so low.  Mr Reid advised that this had been driven 
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by the overall level of Materiality and noted that it is 1% of the tolerable error.  The level of Materiality 
has arisen as a result of the financial challenges facing North Highland College UHI.  There being no 
further questions Mr Rowantree clarified with the External Auditors that should any further questions 
arise they could be addressed via email.  Mr Rowantree thanked Mr Reid and Mr Jones for their 
attendance and contributions to the meeting. 
 
Mr Reid and Mr Jones left the meeting at 18.20. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates expressed concern that Ernst and Young have conveyed that they 
anticipate the need to set a fee above the ‘expected rate’.  He noted that the Statutory Accounts have 
gone through substantive changes, however this amount of change is not expected to be ongoing as 
the changes will become embedded.  There was some discussion regarding the possibility of an 
increased fee and the committee agreed that a written response to this inclusion in the Audit Action 
Plan be tendered.  The committee agreed that the response should outline that North Highland College 
UHI expects the fee to be as originally tendered and that any additional fees be agreed on a case by 
case basis.  ACTION (ARM0517/05) Board Secretary to compose an email response to Ernst and Young 
regarding the anticipation of a fee increase / Principal & Director of Learning and Teaching to approve 
before the response is tendered. 

   
 4.4 Audit Fees – Previous External Auditor 
  Committee members reviewed the paper put forward by the Director of Finance and Estates and 

following a brief discussion approved the additional fee of £4,375 be paid to the previous External 
Auditors. 

   
5  Date of next Meeting: Wednesday 23rd August 2017 
   
  There being no other business the meeting was closed at 18:35 

 
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 ___________________________________________________ 


