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DRAFT MINUTE OF THE FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on Wednesday 1st March 2018 at 16:00 in the CfEE Meeting Room, Thurso 

 
Present 
 

Mr Graham Birnie (Acting Chair) 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
Ms Tessa Palmer (Via VC) 
Mr John Perry 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates  
Mr Stuart Gibb, Director of ERI 
Mr Mike Finlayson 
Mr Adam Pool, Secretary to the Board 

 
   Preliminaries 

 
   The Chair welcomed members to the meeting. 
    

  1 Apologies 
   Apologies had been received from Ms Amanda Buttress, Ms Debbie Gray, Ms Lisa Buchanan 

and Mr Trevor Jones. 
 

    
  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 (30-08-17) 

   Subject to spelling errors and the removal of a section regarding the pension liability which was 
determined to be irrelevant, the minute of the previous meeting was proposed as an accurate 
record. 

    

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

 
FGP0517/4 
Ongoing. 
 
FGP0317/3-  
This is ongoing and a paper will be presented to the Board at a later date. 
 
FGP1117/1-  
This will be done after the meeting.  
 
 
FGP1117/2-  
This has not been done as of yet.  
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FGP1117/3-  
Complete. 
 
FGP1117/4-  
This has been done. The Principal reported to members that the surveys would not be redone 
or altered at this stage.  
 
FGP1117/5-  
Done but not yet circulated to members. 
 

    
  5 NHC Biomass Estates Report 
    
   The Director of Finance and Estates discussed that the intention now was to use a hired boiler 

as a replacement (at £150 per week) to serve the Dornoch Estate. The long term solution will 
be a biomass boiler. He also informed the Committee that this would likely cost £170,000 - 
£200,000. To help fund this, the College will underspend capital for 2017-18, and add this to 
the £60,000 capital for 2018/19. As this will not cover all the cost of a new boiler with 
propane backup, it is hoped the rest will be taken from the £500,000 that is being sought 
from the ALF for the Burghfield extension. This biomass boiler will give future savings of 
roughly £16,000 per annum. Mr Perry questioned if there would be scope for a district 
heating approach to share the cost of the biomass fuel with the surrounding community. The 
Director of Finance and Estates informed the Committee that time was an issue with this. Also 
this type of plan would be more suited to buildings in closer proximity to each other and not 
as well suited for Dornoch. He also informed the Committee that additional funding is being 
sought for the boiler by the Director of Enterprise.  The Director of Finance and Estates also 
was concerned that using public money for the boiler would mean that the College may not 
get its full RHI. This is still being looked into. Mr Perry also questioned as to the management 
of the new boiler, and it was confirmed that there may be teething problems to begin with 
but the Director of Finance and Estates felt that the staff at the College would have enough 
expertise to manage this efficiently.   
 
Mr Perry also questioned as to how the College would prevent the same problems happening 
again. Mr Finlayson commented that the property is laden with equipment, but little 
understanding of its nature. He also commented that there seems to have been a systematic 
failure that has led to the position the College is now in. Mr Finlayson has begun pushing the 
“UHI Systems Helpdesk” which will hopefully remedy this problem in the future. He felt that it 
was more of a “work order system” that would automatically notify users of periodic tasks. He 
also informed the Committee that a full utilisation of helpdesk would definitely prevent this 
problem. Mr Birnie suggested a report on the progress of this for the next meeting. 
 
ACTION – The Director of Finance and Estates and Mr Finlayson to update the Committee 
on the progress of staff training on the UHI Helpdesk. 
 
Mr Perry also commented that it was odd that missing one maintenance period has caused 
this amount of issues but Mr Finlayson informed the Committee that it was more akin to 
missing all of the maintenance on 80% of equipment for multiple years. He also commented 
that culture and geography have not helped this issue and the management of the buildings 
cannot be done from Thurso alone. The College needs staff who will be able to understand 
the severity of tasks not being completed. Mr Birnie asked whether the UHI Helpdesk’s task 
list was prioritised. Mr Finlayson commented that it was a client driven system initially, with 
time scales and priority set by the client, but this can be changed by the Manager. The Client 
also receives a list of tasks they have open for action and can keep track of any updates 
regarding the issues they raise.  
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Mr Perry questioned how the College would record the equipment held at its various estates. 
Mr Finlayson explained that an asset list has been discussed. A localised spreadsheet list was 
one option, but falling in line with UHI and using the Helpdesk functions available to the 
College would be far more efficient way to deal with this. Creating an asset list on the 
Helpdesk system would mean that it was available and editable by everyone, whenever assets 
needed updated. Mr Finlayson also felt that this would use less resource as the system is 
already in place and it just takes people to be trained to use it. The Committee commented 
that this would be supported. The Principal questioned if the helpdesk solution would cause a 
short term resource requirement. Mr Finlayson commented that it would but this has already 
been assessed in terms of creating asset lists from scratch, and felt that is the most effective 
way to do this.  
 
The Committee also confirmed that they were happy with the biomass boiler strategy plan. 
Mr Sandison commented that Estates team had reacted well to the difficult situation with the 
boilers.  
 

 
 

   

6   Tuition Fees and Charges 2017-18 
    
   The Director of Finance and Estates commented that an increase of 2.5% on student fees was 

roughly in line with inflation. It was unknown whether the College was in line with other 
Colleges regarding FE fees, but Mr Birnie felt it would be important to see if NHC was, and if 
fees were rising elsewhere, NHC should stay in line with them. It was also commented that 
this needed approval at this meeting but the Director of Finance and Estates will ask Ms 
Hossack to look into this. Approval is given to this paper subsequent to a check to see that if 
NHC is line with other Colleges.  
 
ACTION - Ms Hossack and the Director of Finance and Estates to benchmark tuition fees 
with the UHI group. 
 
 

7   Estates Report 
    

   The Director of Finance and Estates commented that further to this report, the firm that 
services the College’s fire alarms were critical of the fire alarm system coverage as the tower 
building itself has very few. Rectifying this may cost around £50,000. It was also commented 
that Morven, ETEC and CfEE were better covered but would still need to have work done. A 
quote for the chimney demolition for about £45,000 has been received. He also commented 
that various parts of the soft stone at Burghfield were crumbling in areas. Mr Finlayson 
commented that some of the ornamental features are starting to split meaning there are 
potential loose and falling objects. Mr Birnie questioned as to whether there was an expert that 
some of the other Colleges use that NHC may get access to. The Director of Finance and Estates 
commented that this was a possibility, but the College does not have enough capital to solve 
all these estate issues. For example capital funding in the last few years has gone on consultants 
and strategic work for the planning of projects at Thurso and Dornoch. Mr Perry questioned 
whether it was prudent to question UHI about securing more funding to which the Principal 
confirmed they should always be the first contact for this type of thing. The issue is that NHC 
has particular estate challenges being made up of new build and old buildings that have been 
renovated for the Colleges purposes. The Director of Finance and Estates commented that UHI 
was lacking someone with the relevant experience to oversee the Estates issues such as the 
challenges NHC faces. Mr Birnie commented that an action item for the UHI Integration 
Committee should be looking into getting someone to this job. Mr Sandison felt that in the 
longer term, the Integration Committee would be looking into this. 
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Mr Sandison also commented that he was concerned that the College may be in breach of 
legislation regarding the fire alarm situation. After discussions with Fire Officers, The Director 
of Finance and Estates and Mr Finlayson have a meeting with a consultant to discuss these 
issues to see what the College needs to do as a minimum for compliance at this point, and what 
to work towards in the future. 
 
ACTION – Report at next meeting on the basis of Fire Compliance and Mandatory 
requirements.  
 
Mr Perry questioned as to whether a risk assessment had been done to the damaged stonework 
at Dornoch. Mr Finlayson commented that if anything was to fall from the Building it would not 
be in area where people will be, but on another section of the building, however a formal risk 
assessment still needed to be done on the building. Mr Finlayson felt that the support 
structures for staff at the College were not in place to resolve operational issues such as these 
and this is where the UHI Helpdesk would be a huge asset.  
 
 

    
8   Budget Revenue Monitoring January 2018 
    

   The Director of Finance and Estates highlighted various parts of the report for members. Firstly 
there was an agreement with EIS backdating employees with £100, which will cost around 
£17,000 and it is unclear whether SFC will fund this. There is also a third party cleaning firm 
hired to clean Burghfield house as it has been under cleaned for some time. European income 
may also be £10,000 better than in the report. Looking to next year the HE numbers are 
projected to be higher. If this increase of about 40 students does materialise it delivers 
£200,000 more. The issue is that growth in UHI has stopped so the College would only receive 
the fees value of around £70,000. He also commented that he feels that colleges in the north 
have been underfunded. The student numbers are less in the north than in the central belt, for 
example, which reduces funding, but the amount of staff required does not diminish. He went 
on to say that if the decline in liquidity for NHC continued then the College would be heading 
towards a cashless state.  
 
The Principal commented that in recent years when deficits have been identified, the College 
has always come close to reducing this to break even. However it is a challenge and will be 
continued to be worked on. He also informed the Committee that there has been another £1 
million in rurality funding been offered to colleges by SFC, with £400,000 coming to the 
Highlands and Islands. NHC will receive a share of this. The Principal also assured the Committee 
that every option to attain funding was being sought, as scope for cost reduction was very 
limited. Mr Finlayson commented that going ahead, staff could be trained to provide 
maintenance instead of hiring contractors to carry out work, which would reduce costs.  
Mr Finlayson also felt that making the two buildings at Dornoch more efficient would be a huge 
benefit as at the moment he felt it is like having two half empty buildings. While he understands 
some of the teaching requirements mean two buildings are needed, he felt there are ways to 
save money at this site involving moving staff into the Burghfield House before Ross House is 
sold. Miss Palmer enquired about the rurality funding and wondered if there was option to get 
more. The Principal commented that SFC give this to regions and not individual colleges. 
However, NHC and UHI as whole lobbied with the other colleges looking for this funding to 
demonstrate their need. The £400,000 coming to the Highlands and Islands has not been 
allocate specifically to colleges as of yet.  
 
Mr Finlayson also informed the Committee that the Police had been in contact with him 
regarding the security of Dale Farm in relation to firearms. He feels that UHI has also been 
pushing for the colleges to plan in regards to these type of attacks. It has been suggested that 
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any areas of finance or entrances should have CCTV and this will be looked into in the near 
future.  
 

    

9   NHC Risk Register 
    

   The Principal explained that he had prepared a short paper which proposed changes to the 
format and monitoring of the Risk Register.  Historically the Risk Register has been aligned with 
the Strategic Plan. The Principal felt that recently there has been too much operational data 
included within the Register which impeded the monitoring of high level risks for the College. 
The Principal proposed that there will be now one risk area profile for each of the six Strategic 
Plan Aims. The new Risk Register will also feature the level of unmitigated risk, compared to 
the level of risk when the measures taken to reduce it are executed. A mapping exercise 
between the current Risk Register will be done when populating the new Register, as well as 
mapping from the UHI register. The Audit and Risk Management Committee are the owners of 
the Risk register and have agreed to the new format.  

   
10   Procurement Health and Safety – Operational Risks Report 

   The Director of Finance and Estates gave a brief overview of the paper highlighting that he felt 
that the situation was that strategic decisions over the years have meant there are less 
resources to work with. The Director of the ERI commented on the fact that while it is a big 
issue, there is a lack or resource for the Health and Safety risk elements. The Director of Finance 
and Estates also commented that there was an increase in legislation that Colleges now faced, 
but no more resource. The Principal informed the members that a paper for the full Board 
regarding the operational risks and steps taken to address them would be presented at the next 
full Board meeting. 
 
 The Director of Finance and Estates and Mr Finlayson left the meeting at 17:45 
 

    

    
11   Director of ERI report 

    
   The Director of the ERI gave a brief summary of some of the projects in the pipeline, highlighting 

169-186 which have been updated since the last meeting and 186 to 201 which are new 
projects. He also highlighted 196 and 199 which are PHD programs. Some of these projects will 
be co-funded by agencies such CEPA and will have matched funding from the foundation. This 
leads on to the AOCB item “Bids to Foundation Summary” which is missing the item “co-funding 
to PhD’s”. Mr Perry questioned as to how NERC funding was proceeding. Mr Gibb commented 
that UHI as a whole is only allowed to submit one bid per call, and if that bid fails it makes the 
track record 0%. The success rate on these highly competitive bids is around 17%. The Director 
of ERI also commented that a new project regarding providing high quality drinking water to 
rural settings has been applied to. This may apply to Scottish rural area, or global rural areas. 
Mr Sandison questioned as to how the Director of the ERI seen the prospects at this point as 
compared to last year. The Director of the ERI felt that the prospects were much the same as 
last year as there is no clarity over Brexit. However one good piece of news form Brexit is that 
EU students that sign up until the next academic year will be treated as domestic students for 
the duration of their program. Projects submitted before 2020 will also be funded until 
completion.  
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14   AOCB 
    

The Principal summarised the active bids to the Arm’s Length Foundation. He also informed the 
Committee that the letter of agreement between the NHC Foundation and the Scottish Colleges 
Foundation had been signed and the transfer of funds is due to be completed shortly. Some 
funds are being left in the NHC Foundation to deal with liquidation but these will be transferred 
across when this process is complete. The first request to the ALF will be for the Dornoch 
Campus Integration. It was also confirmed that the list provided was in order of priority.  
 
Mr Perry also questioned as to whether areas of risk on the estate were reviewed at certain 
periods throughout the year and the Principal confirmed that the current insurers had this in 
their contracts with the College.  
 

    
   Date of next Meeting:  
    
   There being no other business the meeting was closed at 18:20 

 
 

 

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 ___________________________________________________ 

 
 
 


