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DRAFT MINUTE OF THE FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE MEETING 

held on Wednesday 29th November 2017 at 12:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 
 

Present 
 

Mr Trevor Jones, Chair 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
Mr Graham Birnie 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates  
Ms Tessa Palmer, New member of Board.  
Mr Robbie Rowantree 
Mr Stephen Reid, External Auditor 
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 

John Perry. 
 

   
 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 one small change in grammar, 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. 

   
 5 NHC Carbon Management Plan 
   
  The Director of Finance and Estates notified the Committee that this plan is now a legal 

requirement and was originally drafted in 2010 by the previous Vice Principal. He felt that this draft 
had less content than the original, and feels that with limited time and College resources, the focus 
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should be on the major carbon emitters. What the College is doing at the moment in regards to 
selling Ross House and installing Biomass capabilities at Burghfield will reduce the College’s carbon 
emissions by a significant amount. This Biomass boiler would also produce a large revenue saving. 
The Director of Finance and Estates also discussed the possibility of installing an RHI compliant 
boiler using the foundation monies and the RHI income will be received on an ongoing basis. If the 
College renovated Burghfield to completion, emissions could be reduced by 100 tonnes of Carbon. 
This type of saving should prioritised. 
 
Mr Birnie asked if a paper could be produced that could summarise the most significant carbon 
emissions and where the College could reduce them. 
 
ACTION – The Director of Finance and Estates to produce a paper summarising the Colleges 
biggest carbon producers. 
 
Mr Jones commented that he was surprised by how the well the College performed considering the 
age of the building. He also suggested that the Colleges dedication to reducing carbon emissions 
could be used as another factor in the bid for funds for the new building project.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates also informed the Committee that the power usage in the 
College is very high and things such as more efficient lighting is needed to reduce this. Areas such 
as ETEC should be investigated to see where energy can be saved.  
 
Mr Birnie commented that the Building in Wick and Ross House are impacting significantly on the 
carbon emissions and the successful selling of these buildings would improve the Colleges standing 
greatly. This should be emphasised more to highlight the fact that the College can, and will, 
perform better on emissions.   
 

 
 

  

6  Procurement (SCAPE) 
   
  The Director of Finance and Estates explained that SCAPE is a procurement framework for 

construction. What was being sought from the Committee was an allowance to sign the agreement 
to give the access to the framework. This does not commit the College, but gives freedom to 
explore this as an option and was flagged up by the Estates Consultant as a possible way for 
procurement of projects up to £4 Million.  
 
Mr Sandison asked whether UHI had any system in place for sharing data on work carried out at the 
Estates throughout the partnership.  The Director of Finance and Estates doubted that there would 
be anything like this place for UHI as UHI Executive office have very little Estate properties. The 
Principal commented that with what he has seen at other Colleges, SCAPE would not be 
appropriate given the value of their projects. Mr Sandison also questioned whether if there were 
any other options for procurement framework which the Director Finance and Estates explained 
that it would depend on the where funding would be coming from.   
 
Action – The Director of Finance and Estates to e-mail members more details on the SCAPE 
Framework, including where the framework originated from.  
 
Mr Jones stated he had no objection signing up to the framework, but felt some benchmarking 
rates from elsewhere were gathered before actually using it.  
 
The Framework was approved for signing by the Committee 
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7  Estates Report 
   
  The Director of Finance and Estates explained that this was an update on the recent developments 

within the College and highlighted that Mr Finlayson, the Estates Manager had taken on a lot of 
operational type tasks, which utilises his knowledge. During a visit to Tern House in Alness, the 
Director of Finance and Estates came to the conclusion that it was not fit for purpose. This was due 
to the fact that sounds from the Music classrooms percolates throughout the building and disrupts 
other classes. The student footfall has also increased. He felt that a soundproofed extension should 
be built to move the music courses away from the others. This would cost around £750,000. In the 
short term the College could possibly use properties not owned by the College as temporary areas 
to hold certain classes. This will free up space in Tern House. 
 
The Principal commented that soundproofing work had been done in Alness previously, but he felt 
the main issue at Tern house was the capacity as the numbers of students continues to grow. He felt 
that the College, in the future, would make use of the solution of renting accommodation for certain 
courses. 
 
Mr Sandison enquired into the selling of Ross House and the building in Wick.  The Director of Finance 
and Estates informed the Committee that there had been no offers on Ross house and the selling 
price is now at £1 Million. There is no current closing date.  
 
In relation to Dornoch, Mr Birnie asked whether there was an opportunity to form links with the new 
“Coul Links” Golf Course project in Dornoch. The Principal informed the Committee that another 
board member, Mr McGillivray had asked for the Colleges support on this development. A draft letter 
had been produced to this effect and will be presented to the full Board for approval. Ms Palmer also 
suggested that she may be able to help with building a relationship between the College and the 
project as she is acquainted with one of the developers. 
 
Action – Principal to circulate draft of the letter to support the development of the new golf at 
Dornoch, which will be presented to the full Board.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates informed the Committee that in regards to Wick College is a party 
interested but he feels that he would prefer this sale to happen after the 1st of April as he feels that 
he would have a difficult time with utilising the money, as it would need to be spend before the 31st 
of March. Receipts coming in after the 1st April would give the College the most time to utilise the 
money. 
 
Mr Jones asked what the “HE Capital spends” item was regarding. The Director of Finance and Estates 
informed the Committee that this money could be spent anywhere through the Estate, he also 
pointed out the BIS research monies were procured because of the ERI, but some of this money will 
be used in Dornoch as the History courses also do research. Mr Jones also asked about the 
maintenance to the Chimney and whether it had been capped or not. The Principal commented that 
it has been capped but the College had cause to review the structure for fears that it was not secure. 
The area has been cordoned off and dismantling has been considered. Costs for this are being waited 
on.  
 

   
8  College Estate Condition Survey 
   
  The Director of Finance and Estates directed the Committee to the Estates report and to his 

representations to the surveyors that he was unhappy with the survey. A reply to his letter expressing 
his concern has not been replied to as of this meeting.  
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The Director of Finance and Estates explained that one of the issues with this was that the Estate at 
Perth was ranked worse than the NHC Estate. Mr Sandison questioned if there was a way to challenge 
this through the UHI forum as the Estates Survey seems very incongruous. The Principal explained to 
the Committee that this has been challenged as it does not seem like an accurate representation of 
the College. For example the College has fared better in the latest survey than it did 8 years ago, 
which cannot be correct. He also pointed out the other UHI Colleges are equally unhappy with their 
surveys. 
 
Mr Jones felt that the time the Surveyors spent in the College was too short and doubts the 
competency of the survey. Mr Jones also stated that he found it troubling that the professional 
engineers would have political motivation to have presented the survey this way, as suggested by 
the Director of Finance and Estates representation to Gardiner and Theobald.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates also thought that perhaps work at urban colleges may be 
prioritised. Mr Birnie questioned as to whether it would become a battle for prioritising the work. Mr 
Rowantree commented on the meeting with the Chair of the UHI Court, where it was mentioned that 
the NHC new building was a high priority. The Principal added that even though NHC is the top of 
UHI’s priority list, two other projects have been approved with the help of low level Government 
support, while NHC’s project is still on hold, which is frustrating. He feels further political engagement 
may be needed. It was also noted the UHI will submit a collective response to the survey which 
includes any additional representations that have been made by the Colleges. The Principal 
suggested discussing the regional responses to this survey with Fiona Larg (Chief Operating Officer 
of UHI) and Mr Sandison thought it would prudent to relay to the COO the Committees concerns. 
 
Mr Rowantree suggested that various local MSP’s should be invited to the campuses to see the 
situation that NHC is in, although this will be a Board decision to make. The Principal has written to 
the local MSP on this matter. It was decided that the Principal and Mr Sandison would work together 
to draft letters to each of the local MSP’s 
 
ACTION – The Principal to consult with Chief Operating Officer of UHI about the progress of regional 
representations to the Estates surveys. 
 
ACTION – The Principal to draft letters of invitation to local MSP’s to visit the NHC estates. 
 

   
   
9  NHC Risk Register 
   
  This will be covered in full at the Audit and Risk Management Meeting as it has not been completed 

for this meeting.  
  
10  Director of ERI report 
     

 Mr Gibb was not present at the meeting so this item was not discussed.  
   
11  ERI proposal Pipeline 

 
  Members were invited to comment on the paper as Mr Gibb was absent. Mr Jones commented on 

how positive the paper looked, even with the Brexit impacts.  
The Director of Finance and Estates expected that in terms of budget that the other grant and PHD 
income would be above budget but would be concerned that other commercial income may be 
under. However he does hope that ERI will break even. The Principal added that the pipeline paper 
provides good evidence of the large number of sources of funding that are being sought. There has 
also been an uplift on the number of Post Graduate students for the ERI which has increased income.  
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12   AOCB 

   
  There being no other business that members suspended the meeting for lunch.  
  The Audit Committee members joined for the next set of items.  
   
13  Revenue Budget Monitoring 31 July 2017 
   
  The Director of Finance and Estates gave a summary of the papers. He explained for the benefit of 

new members that NHC is an incorporated College and cannot have any surplus monies, however 
the College does aim for a small surplus to pay loan capital. In budgetary terms he felt the College 
had performed better than predicted. He also commented that colleges in the UHI group and the 
sector are struggling with the planned funding due to cuts from SFC, but paid tribute to his 
colleagues who have helped deliver a better than predicted situation for the College in terms of 
budget.  
 
He continued that the overall statutory accounts look positive and a lot of this comes from the 
revaluation of the fixed assets, which have gone up. He also informed the Committee that the 
properties were revalued around every 5 years. 
 
The Principal commented that the loss of £21,000, while being small in relation to the Colleges overall 
finances, will erode the Colleges position. It would be prudent for this Committee to keep an eye on 
the cumulative effect of this erosion because it is a risk to the College.   
 
 
 

   
14  Revenue Budget Monitoring 31 October 2017 
   

The Director of Finance and Estates explained that the RDEL budget deficit has been difficult to work 
out due to the changes coming from National Bargaining. £80,000 has been estimated but there are 
some positives to highlight. Firstly the HE target numbers could possibly hit 413 which would 
generate £60,000. In terms of HE fees, the College is £45,000 ahead which will drop to about £40,000 
at the end of the year. He also commented that with the interest rates rising, the provision for the 
pension liability will come down. Pay harmonisation for support staff is also something that should 
be taken into account and may cause difficulties as the potential increase in pay may be higher for 
NHC than the SFC is willing to fund. The Principal informed the Committee that so far the migration 
arrangements for lecturers and promoted lecturers onto the new national scale has taken place. 
What has not been done through National Bargaining is an agreement for a national framework for 
support staff, but the Employment Association and Trade Unions are taking this forward. The 
expectation is that a job evaluation exercise will soon be underway and this will produce outcomes 
for moving support staff onto the new framework. The Principal’s understanding is that the SFC will 
prove funding for 6% of the cost of migrating staff, but for NHC this may not be enough to cover all 
the costs.  He also added that in his view he felt it was important to commit to the new framework 
but limit the costs of the migration to the funds that the SFC will provide. If this can’t be done staff 
numbers may have to be reduced. This process is due to be completed by the first of September 
2018, but if this is not done there will be backdating of pay awards to staff.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates explained to the Committee that an extra £75,000 was sought 
for Student Support Funds. He also felt that the College would break even in terms of RDEL but may 
not have enough to pay off Loan Capital.  
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15  Year End Accounts 
   
  The Director of Finance and Estates stated that this document was not materially different from last 

year apart from componentisation which was mentioned on page 43. He also commented on the 
reduction of staff numbers and that this does cause a strain on the amount of work that can be done. 
For example public sector funding is being cut but legislation is still being added, which adds strain 
on day to day work. The Principal highlighted that this is a risk and feels that due to the College’s 
status as an incorporated College, staff must undertake work and a local level and regional level. The 
Highland and Islands is a large region which creates a significant workload for key staff in the UHI 
colleges to promote and contribute to the regional agenda.  The Principal added that this risk will be 
renewed when the new Risk Register is implemented as it is a significant problem. Mr Sandison 
commented that the Year End Accounts were a credit to the team, especially with the financial 
difficulties facing the College now and in the future.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates thanked his colleagues for the work on the Year End Accounts.  
 
 

16  External Auditor Report 
   
  Mr Reid of Ernst and Young requested that he take the Committee through the External Audit Report 

at this time.  
 
Mr Reid explained to the Committee that this was the first year of Ernst as Young as External Auditors. 
There are two areas of focus that the audit of public bodies now needs to prioritise. One is regarding 
the financial statements, and the other is around a wider scope regarding things such governance 
and financial sustainability. This report is a draft at the moment but the final version will published 
on the Audit Scotland website. Mr Reid commented that they had received good support from the 
Director of Finance and Estates and his team regarding the Financial Statements. In terms of the main 
focus areas there are 2 significant risks that are always proposed for any audit. One in relation to 
revenue and expenditure. Another for Management override of control which would allow 
Management to alter the data. No matters were brought to the Board’s attention on either of these. 
Mr Reid informed the Committee of the first recommendation to the Board which regards the Audit 
findings being reported to the actuaries in advance of the 2017/18 preparation of the pensions 
report.  Mr Reid highlighted in the report that there was technical breach of the bank covenants the 
College, which the Bank waived the right. The Auditor is content with this but has flagged it as a risk 
and commented that whether or not in the future the Bank would be so favourable to NHC. 
 
Mr Sandison also passed on thanks to the Senior Management Team for their cooperation on the full 
disclosure of pay awards, which has made these activities much easier than they were in the past.  
 
Mr Reid noted that overall financial sustainability was an ongoing and significant challenge for the 
College, but did not raise any matters regarding governance and transparency.  He also informed the 
Committee of the second recommendation that the College’s strategic aims are developed and by 
those in charge of governance. Both recommendations in the report have been approved by 
Management.  
 
 
The Committee recommended the Audit Report be submitted to the Board for signing and 
endorsement of the Management representations. 

   
  Date of next Meeting: 7th March 2018, 16:00 
   
  There being no other business the meeting was closed at 14:15 

 


