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MINUTE OF THE FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE MEETING 

held on Wednesday 28th August 2019 at 16:00 in the CfEE Meeting Room, Thurso 
 

Present 
 

Mr Graham Birnie (Chair) 
Ms Tessa Palmer 
Ms Wendy Sephton 
Mr Patrick Murray 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates 
Mr Giles Huby, Director of ETEC  
Mr Struan Mackie, Secretary to the Board 

 
   Preliminaries 
    
    

    
1   Apologies 

 
   Apologies had been received for Professor Stuart Gibb and Ms Debbie Murray. 

 
    

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 (29-05-19) 
 

   The minute of the previous meeting was proposed as an accurate record by Mr Sandison and 
seconded by Mr Murray. 

    
4   Actions arising from the previous meeting 

 
   Members reviewed each of the action points in turn. 

 
FGP0519/1- Marketing mediums had been circulated to members under the previous Board 
Secretary and the action was closed.  
 
FGP0519/2- Mr Birnie informed the Committee that the marketing team would be conducting 
a presentation at 15:30 immediately before the next Board of Management Meeting on the 
18th of October. The action was closed. 
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FGP0519/3 - Mr Ferrier noted that the discussion had taken place and much of the investigation 
focussed on loan financing which is something that is unavailable to the college. Other work 
has been conducted on the heating and the issue has moved significantly in recent months. The 
action was closed. 
 
FGP0519/4 - The College Principal noted the paper being presented by the Finance Director 
under item 10 and that options would be outlined to members during that discussion. The 
action was closed. 
 
FGP0519/5 - The College Secretary noted that the status of the action was unknown and would 
advise Committee of the status either before or at the next F&GP Committee in November. 
 
 

    
5   Estates Report – backlog maintenance 2018/19 
    
   Mr Ferrier provided committee with a narrative for the backlog maintenance programme, 

highlighting the active work at the Thurso campus with the fire alarm system and biomass 
system are currently ongoing. 
 
The committee noted the report.  

    
6   Estates Report – proposed maintenance 2019/20 

    
   Mr Ferrier outlined the extensive range of work currently being done across the estate, with VC 

pods, the reconfiguring the beauty salons and reconfiguring some offices to make them more 
suitable. Mr Ferrier noted that the making the programme of works to tie into the MAMG 
consultant’s report was difficult and bringing an old campus to work with a modern footprint 
has been challenging.  
 
Mr Birnie question whether a job card system was now in used across the estate. Mr Ferrier 
confirmed a UHI system was now in place but could not comment on the success of the 
system thus far, however one area that was potentially of value corporately would be to use 
the system as an asset register. 

    
7   Budget Revenue Monitoring July 2019 

 
   The Director of Finance and Estates outlined the report, firstly informing the Committee that 

the projected position was better than anticipated, although the current position is still not 
good. 
 
The figures were presented to members, with additional adjustments outlined on a sperate 
paper. Mr Ferrier noted that the number of pressures had increased greatly from the start of 
the year, with a loss of student numbers, assumptions from national bargaining, redundancy 
costs and early retirees. In a number of areas money was successfully clawed back through 
departmental underspend and one-off income was retrieved through VAT reclaim and credits 
from year end from power costs. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates informed the Committee that the year-end position is 
currently below £320k RDEL loss, with the only remaining matters to be reconciled being 
holiday pay and stock.  
 
 
Ms Palmer requested clarity on the role of Bank of Scotland (BoS), who are named in the report. 
Mr Ferrier informed Committee that the loan undertaken to purchase Burghfield House, and 
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the current relationship manager is Bank of Scotland. This agreement has two current 
covenants one of which is repayment and the other being surplus/deficit, due to the College 
breaking the covenant on deficit BoS have indicated that the loan charge could be increased. 
 
Mr Murray asked why the college could have held loans previously given the current embargo 
on loan finance across the colleges sector. The Director of Finance and Estates noted that this 
was enforced by Scottish Government where historically colleges had access to other capital 
sources.  
  

    
8   Revenue Budget 2019/20 

 
   Mr Birnie introduced the item and invited members to request any further information that 

members believed was not outlined in the report. 
 
Mr Murray and Ms Palmer thanked the Director for providing the report and noted the full 
and comprehensive response. 
 
Mr Sandison asked the Director whether the NHC was part of a VAT Group, with the Mr Birnie 
noting that it was anticipated that the college would join a group. The Principal accepted that 
there may be plans to join a group, but it has not been formalised as yet.   
 
Action. - Mr Birnie proposed that an additional Committee meeting would be scheduled in 
order for members to process the forthcoming budget, ideally four weeks prior. Mr Murray 
noted that this would be useful in order to provide greater oversight on financial position. The 
Director of Finance and Estates agreed and the Board Secretary would look to schedule a 
meeting for 2019/2020. 
 
Mr Sandison noted that across the College the challenge must be to bring forward 
information in a timely manner, even if it is in draft or incomplete form and for Board of 
Management Members to understand the nature of the information and that it is subject to 
change. The College Principal agreed that the College has historically waited for complete 
information, occasionally causing delay, and that if both the Executive and the Board of 
Management hold a mutual understanding of the pressures and that information is subject to 
change, any move in the direction outlined would be positive. 
 
 

    
9   NHC Risk Register (F&GP) 
    
   The Principal took the Committee through the relevant profiles of the Risk Register; Finances 

and Facilities. While both of these risks look to be in a more positive position, at this stage, 
there was no proposal to change the risk scoring.  
 
Finances 
The Principal highlighted to the Committee that the risk has been consistently been in the red 
risk profile but there have been some positive movements. The Business Development Unit are 
working to reduce the reliance on core funding and that the unit is having already making an 
impact with stakeholder and expected to achieve its budget. 
 
Significant progress has been made to make the NHC a Global Wind Organisation accredited. 
This is a sizable opportunity for the College to address local employment needs and create 
additional opportunity through continued professional development. Mr Murray welcomed 
this development and noted the international opportunity, where the industry continues to 
grow at pace particularly in the Middle East and Africa. The Director of ETEC noted the size of 
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the potential business, with both standard safety training that is required to work offshore and 
the technician training required for platform maintenance both needing renewed every two 
years. 
 
The Principal noted that the last year has been particularly challenging and the focus is to steer 
the organisation onto an even keel. National bargaining was outlined as an ongoing national 
risk and this has been highlighted for some time at both Committee and the Full Board. The 
drive to increase the FE and HE targets look to be moving in a positive direction and an increase 
in remoteness and rurality payment is a sizeable boost for the college, of around £200k. The 
aim would be to deliver a break-even position for 2019/20 through generating additional 
income and making savings where possible. 
 
Mr Sandison questioned when the conversation rate for student numbers would be known, 
given that the numbers looked to be moving in a positive direction. The Principal noted that it 
was likely to be the end of September, although it is not unusual to have late joiners. 
 
Facilities 
The Principal noted good progress having been made to make the College GDRP compliant by 
both the College and the UHI across the partnership network and noted that areas (6.5 & 6.7) 
had been approved for reduction by the Audit and Risk Management Committee. 
 
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. 
 
The Committee agreed with this.  
 

10   Burghfield expansion project 
 
 

   Mr Birnie introduced the item and noted the thorough process of the design review and that 
the project was now in the position to go out to tender. The Chair noted that the tender will be 
given as a specific design, with no variation, giving the NHC more control over the process. 
 
Mr Birnie commended the work of the Director of Enterprise and Innovation and the Director 
of Finance and Estates in bringing the project forward and developing a design that will create 
one of the best educational facilities in the North of Scotland 
 
The Principal briefed the Committee about the financial position of Ross House and an update 
from interested parties in respect to the site. As the discussion is of commercial interest the 
minute has been generalised for circulation. 
 
Action. - In the event of suitable offers being found for Ross House, a special meeting of either 
the Finance & General Purposed Committee or the Board of Management would be convened 
to discuss the offer. 
 
The Principal noted the ongoing discussions being had with HIE and the outstanding request for 
a contribution to the project. Further information has been requested by HIE and the College 
has responded. 
 
Mr Ferrier noted that Business Research monies have been historically used across the estate 
to help mitigate the reduction in capital but there is concern that the Scottish Funding Council 
wish to have capital specifically targeted on research generating sites.    

    
11   Fire risk report 
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   The Director of Finance and Estates commented that the Fire Brigade had been called to the 
North Highland College’s Thurso campus on four occasions due to issues with ADT’s alarm 
replacement. A financial contribution to the service was suggested for the inconvenience.  
 
Mr Birnie welcomed this proactive approach and the Committee agreed that this would be a 
welcome goodwill gesture. 

    
12   E&I Pipeline Report 
    
   The Principal introduced the report and offered to field any questions arising in the absence of 

the Director of Enterprise and Innovation. 
 
Mr Murray asked about the make-up of the Business Development team and the whether 
marketing was part of the remit. The Principal confirmed that marketing was part of the 
Business Development set up and that is was strongly linked to taking advantage of 
opportunities as they arise. 
 
Mr Sandison noted that the team was still a recent development and it was promising that the 
budget target had the potential to be met in this year. 
 
Mr Huby noted that ETEC was working very closely with Ms Grays’ team and that the ETEC were 
exploring opportunities including leading a project within the battery sector to provide a facility 
for local and national suppliers to make the industry more sustainable. The bid will be 
conducted through the Advance Manufacturing Challenge Fund, where the College have 
successfully negotiated the first round.    
 

13   Financial Forecast Return 

    
The Director of Finance and Estates introduced the paper and provided an indication of the 
future financial forecast for the NHC. There is a projected 4% reduction in funding for further 
education expected by the Scottish Government and the financial outlook is challenging. The 
background to public finances will continue to be challenging and it is not expected to change 
greatly. 
 
Achieving further cost savings will become increasingly difficult, particularly due to the recent 
restructure of the college in previous years and the prospect of achieving year on year savings 
beyond 2021 is unlikely given the current profile of education provision. The scale of the 
challenge to meet the £900k projected deficit by 2025 is unprecedented. 
 
The Principle noted that that across the partnership there was a drive to have consistency 
across the sector. With the scenarios being collated by the Regional Body and submitted on the 
partnership’s behalf. 
 
Mr Murray asked about the number of models used and whether the Financial Forecast Return 
was a sensitivity analysis process. Mr Ferrier noted that there would not be one core model and 
for every scenario the College would need to provide a background paper. Mr Sandison noted 
the differences between industry and the education sector and suggested that three core 
scenarios could be presented. Mr Ferrier agreed to this proposal and will bring forward two or 
three modelled scenarios. 
 
Mr Sandison stressed that through experience there is a decreasing set of options available to 
colleges and that the fat has been trimmed and that NHC in particular is as lean as possible, 
something that may need to be relayed to SFC on a Board of Management level. 
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14   AOCB 
    
   The College Principal noted that the Board Members wish to review the format of reports 

across NHC Committees. Given the current pressures on the Executive and the stringent 
statutory reporting regime, it was proposed that small working group could be set up to discuss 
what could be possible. 
 
Action. – College Principal to convene a meeting prior to the Full Board on the 18th of October. 
 
 
Mr Sandison asked the Director of Finance and Estates about the status of the building on Shore 
Street, Wick. Mr Ferrier noted that the building was currently being used by Subsea7 for 
operations, however there was potentially another party who were interested in acquiring the 
building. 
 
The Board Secretary asked whether the College would be submitting a response to the Nuclear 
Decommissioning Authorities Socio Economic Strategy Review, given the importance of NDA 
funding across the Caithness and North Sutherland area. The College Principle confirmed that 
the College would be putting forward a submission and highlighting the Thurso Campus project 
as an example of a strategic project for the NDA. 
 
Action. – It was agreed that the Principle would circulate the Colleges submission in advance of 
sending the response to the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority. 
 
 

   Date of next Meeting: 27th November 2019 (Joint with ARM) 
    

   There being no other business the meeting was closed at 17:35 
 
 

 

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 _______________________________________ 
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Date ___________________________________________________ 


