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MINUTE OF THE FINANCE AND GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE MEETING 

held on Wednesday 3rd March, 2021 at 4 pm using Microsoft Teams 
 

Present 
 

Mr Graham Birnie (Chair) 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mrs Debbie Murray  
Miss Tia Cannop 
Mrs Gillian Coghill (from item 5)     
Mr Patrick Murray (from item 5) 
 

In attendance 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates  
Mr Giles Huby, Director of ETEC  
Professor Stuart Gibb, Director of ERI    
Mrs Fiona Sinclair, Secretary to the Board of Management 

   

 1. Apologies 
  There were no apologies for absence.   
   

 2. Declarations of Interest 
  Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda.   There were no 

declarations of interest.  Members were reminded that they could make a declaration at any time 
during the meeting. 

   
 3. Draft Minutes of the Previous Meeting  

  The Minutes of the joint meeting of the Finance and General Purposes Committee and the Audit and 
Risk Management Committee held on 25th November were held as read and were unanimously 
approved.  The approval was proposed by the Interim Principal and seconded by the Chair.   
 

   

 4. Actions arising from previous meetings 
  There had been circulated report (F&GP0321/04) detailing the actions arising for the Finance and 

General Purposes Committee from the Joint Audit and Risk Management and Finance and General 
Purposes Committee Meeting held on 25 November 2020.  These actions were considered and 
decisions made as shown in the following table:  

 

 

Action Description Decision on 3rd March 2021 

ARMFGP1120/03 Draft Audit Report and Statutory 
Accounts - The Joint Committee 
recommended approval of the draft 
audit report and the statutory 
accounts.    To be actioned by Director 
of Finance and Estates 
 

Action had been completed.  Action 

closed. 
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FGP1119/3 Electrical Charging Points on College 

Property - The Director of Business 

Development was to present a business 

case for electrical charging points on 

NHC campus property 

No further action to be taken on 

grounds the proposal would not be 

cost effective.  Action closed. 

FGP0819/2 Sale of Ross House - In the event of a 

suitable offer(s) being submitted to 

NHC for Ross House, special provisions 

were to be arranged to convene an 

urgent F&GP Committee or Full Board 

meeting.  To be actioned by the Board 

Chair 

It was noted that the offers received 

had been assessed by the sub-group 

of Board Chairs following which one 

offer had been referred to the 

College Solicitor for acceptance.  

This action had been completed.  

The action was closed.   

FGP1120/07 Board Away Day - The Chairman 

suggested that the Board members 

take some time to consider the future 

of the College’s capital assets at an 

Away Day to be held in 2021.  To be 

actioned by the Board Chair 

It was agreed that the Away Day 

would take place in person after 

lockdown restrictions ease.  It was 

suggested the Away Day would take 

place in the Dornoch Campus.  This 

action is ongoing. 
 

   
 
 

 5. 
 

Revenue Monitoring Report  
There had been circulated report (FGP0321/05) by the Director of Finance and Estates advising the 
Committee of the Revenue Budget for the six months ended 31 January 2021.     
 
The Director of Finance and Estates explained that the report showed the projected cash position and 
loan capital, and that a more favourable position was presented than might have been expected.  He 
added that recharges for time spent by senior Finance and HR staff at other colleges had still to be 
raised.  Transport costs may increase before the end of the year as coaches will require to be used 
rather than college minibuses due to social distancing requirements.   
 
The cash position in relation to the Dornoch Campus project is in good order with the payments to the 
contractors having been frontloaded.  However, cash assistance from UHI will still be required until 
Ross House is sold.   
 
The ERI situation is also favourable this year with some projects nearing completion.  However, the 
covid-19 situation and Brexit position are causing uncertainty for ERI looking forward.   
 
In response to questions Mr Ferrier reported that the current position is more favourable than it had 
been at this time last year, and that the position varies at other UHI partner colleges . However, all 
colleges in the partnership will require to work together to offset a deficit at Perth College.   
 
The Committee noted the projected financial position of North Highland College for the six month 
period in question, taking into account Mr Ferrier’s comments at the meeting.   
 
 

 6. 
 
 
 
 
 

Capital Budget 
There had been circulated report (FGP0321/06) by the Director of Finance and Estates providing details 
of the Capital Budget.   
 
The Director of Finance and Estates explained that the spend and committed expenditure had been 
going to plan so far this year.  Looking ahead to the year from 1 April 2021 he said that he was working 
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on a procurement exercise and trying to give priority to the Ormlie Road site in terms of its longterm 
future. The ventilation system, roofing, windows and concrete carbonisation all require investigation 
as to condition and likely repairs costs, and also to compare to estimates prepared by MAMG 
Consultants five years ago. 
 
(a) Possible new Thurso Campus - Looking ahead, the Interim Principal reported that regular Estates 
meetings are being held to discuss a new campus where there will be a change to work patterns with 
more people working from home and not having a regular office base in the campus building.   
 
In response to questions, the Committee noted that there was no date in place for indicative costs and 
a conceptual design for the new campus to be provided.  Work on establishing a basis for an options 
appraisal was ongoing, The project has been commented upon favourably by the Caithness and North 
Sutherland Regeneration Partnership, and the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority.   
 
Mrs Coghill suggested that the College should seek investment from the NDA for purpose-built, energy 
efficient buildings at Ormlie Road, taking the view that the College could attract funding and 
apprentices by working with the NDA.  There may also be opportunities for the NDA to take over other 
College properties if they were to rationalise properties.  Mrs Coghill said that there are various sources 
of windfarm funding currently available, and that the College should act quickly to exploit the 
opportunities to tap into these funding sources.    
 
The Director of ETEC explained that he represents the College at CNSRP where a number of partners 
are keen to collaborate on sites.  He said that the CNSRP is inclined to move slowly on this topic due to 
the number of parties involved, while Dounreay are keen to move quickly due to decommissioning 
timescales.  He said that the Executive team planned to evaluate new ways of using the estate post-
COVID and recommended that the new model should be implemented on a trial basis first to inform 
the debate for the new College building.  He explained that he and the Interim Principal attend a wide 
range of meetings at different levels with various potential partners and are becoming more engaged 
with the offshore wind sector.  He said that there will be separate meetings about the new skills the 
sector needs, and how ex-Dounreay workers require to be reskilled.   
 
While accepting Mrs Coghill’s point, Professor Gibb explained that although it may appear that things 
are going slowly, discussions are taking place, and said that it must be considered that the more funders 
there are the slower the progress, and the more complicated a project becomes.  That being the case 
there must be balance between keystone funders and finding other partners that can come in at the 
right time.   
 
The Interim Principal referred to the Dounreay Work Plan in which College staff are involved, and 
meetings with the NDA which she has attended.  She felt that the College is speaking to the right people 
with conversations starting early as new businesses come into the area.  
 
The Board Chair said that some form of update from the PRG on the activities which take place between 
meetings would be very useful.  The officers agreed to provide such updates on financial strategy. 
Action: the Interim Principal to coordinate an update report for the Committee at each meeting on 
discussions with partners regarding funding and other issues. 
 
(b) Dale Farm - The Board Chair asked about the future plans for Dale Farm.  He said that he 
understands the pressures seen there, and that people had worked very hard to make the project a 
national success.   Currently, there is a combination with equestrian skills, game-keeping and vet 
nursing.  If the College breaks up that combination, it needs to have a future plan – the Board needs to 
see projections, options and a recommendation.  There needs to be a sensible business proposal and 
a logical, clear decision.   The Committee noted that there are Health and Safety and Fire Safety issues 
which had taken time and finance to resolve.  It was suggested that Dale may not be the best learning 
environment for the students on the courses placed there.      
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7. 

On the suggestion of the Committee Chair it was agreed that the Executive team would prepare an 
options appraisal and a business case for the future of the College involvement at Dale Farm.   
 
(c) Strategy for College Estate – on the proposal of the Board Chair it was agreed that the Board should 
take a more strategic approach to the future of its buildings with a requirement to think “new” and 
“different” around estates management.  The Interim Principal said that stress, and the mental health 
and wellbeing of staff were important considerations in any new building and agreed to speak to the 
Executive team with a view to working out how the strategic plan for the College estate should be 
developed.   
 
Action: the College Executive team to prepare an options appraisal and business case for the 
College’s future at Dale Farm, and consider how the strategic plan for the College estate should be 
developed. 
  
The Committee noted the terms of the report and the progress to date on spend.  
     
 
Carbon Management 
There had been circulated report (FGP0321/07) by the Director of Finance and Estates updating the 
Committee on carbon management.   
 
The Director of Finance and Estates commented that North Highland College had done well in reducing 
carbon emissions in the way that it had over the past decade. 
 
Professor Gibb explained that a reduction in carbon cuts across everything the College is doing, from 
aiming for low carbon campuses, which links back to item 6 on the agenda, to encouraging the students 
to be 21st century citizens.  Professor Gibb said that it was imperative that as an institution the College 
embeds these principles in its strategy.  The College needs to adapt culturally and be an exemplar in 
the area.  Carbon management Is being considered with Estates as part of the Strategic Planning 
Process, but the issue should not be considered only in relation to facilities and education.  The College 
Strategy has been refocussed, and how the College itself manages carbon will enable it to deliver better 
as an educator.  There has been a lot of work done in this area.   
 
Professor Gibb explained that although now is the right time to approach this issue, there are huge 
demands on staff at the moment.  There are demands from the college sector, from the UHI, from 
funders and from within the College, to respond to Unions and to consider the college estate.  All 
College staff are working in a challenging environment.  The strategic planning process has been useful 
in pulling these different strands together.   
 
Patrick Murray said he would echo Professor Gibb’s remarks.  Carbon is a part of strategy.  He also said 
that the College should add the lessons learned from the Covid crisis and incorporate them into the 
Strategy.  He said that Covid could be part of the answer, and said this approach could give the College 
a competitive advantage.  The research side has been environmentally focussed.   
 
The Interim Principal said that there were constant requests from the Scottish Government, the 
Scottish Funding Council, and Education Scotland.  Education Scotland are looking for examples of good 
practice arising from the Covid situation.  She said that the Strategic Plan is going through a process 
facilitated by the Director of ETEC.  The process will be shared with the board when the initial stages of 
the process are complete.      
 
Gillian Coghill acknowledged how busy the staff are but emphasised the requirement to join with the 
Dounreay organisations when the opportunity arises as the teams are very driven and the College could 
miss out.   
 
The Committee noted the report and the satisfactory progress in reducing carbon emissions.  
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 8. Finance Strategy   

  There had been circulated report (FGP0321/08) by the Director of Finance and Estates inviting the 
Committee to note and approve a draft Finance Strategy for the period from 1 February 2020 to July 
2024.   
 
The Director of Finance and Estates explained that the external auditors had asked him if there had 
been any engagement with the Board about the Scottish Funding Council paper on Colleges issued in 
October 2020.  This question had led to the SFC parameters being set out in the report.  He had then 
considered the joint Finance Service with Inverness College, and then where there is a focus to review 
areas for maintaining financial sustainability.  He said that the College will have to engage with the UHI 
Blueprint for Change.  The Blueprint is not just dealing with finances and balancing the books, but a 
transformation project.  The deficit is less than £20m, targeting by the University Court.     
 
The Committee Chair said that it is important for all independent Board members to be aware of the 
SFC expectations, and look at things from a Governance point of view.  He noted that Professor Tod 
Walker, the new Principal of UHI, had said that he would become involved with the SFC.  
 
In response to an enquiry from Patrick Murray, the Director of Finance and Estates undertook to bring 
a paper showing a cost benefit analysis of the link between the North Highland and Inverness Colleges’ 
Finance Teams, to the next meeting of Finance and General Purposes Committee.  The Interim Principal 
said that there is still some work to do in embedding the two teams.  The Committee Chair said that it 
has to be borne in mind that the purpose of the merger of the two Finance teams is to make things 
more efficient, not to exhaust everyone.    
 
The Director of Finance and Estates commented on the high quality of Finance staff at North Highland 
College.  This had been essential in supporting the efforts to make the Inverness Finance side more 
efficient.  The Inverness College accounts had been prepared on time but there are still areas being 
worked on to improve.  He acknowledged that he has less time to devote to managing Corporate 
Services.  He undertook to provide a progress paper as requested by Mr Murray.  
 
The Committee noted the draft report and the Director of Finance and Estates’ undertaking to provide 
the Committee with a progress paper showing a cost benefit analysis of the link between the NHC and 
Inverness College Finance teams.     
 
Action: the Director of Finance and Estates to provide the Committee with a progress paper showing 
a cost benefit analysis of the link between the NHC and Inverness College Finance teams.  
 
 

 9. Terms of Reference 
There had been circulated report (FGP0321/09) by the Board Secretary inviting the Committee to 
conduct its annual review of its Terms of Reference.   
 
After discussion, the Committee agreed to amend the existing Terms of Reference by including Fire 
Safety reports in addition to the Health and Safety reports in paragraphs 4 and 5.  It was noted that if 
the Committee wished to make any further changes the matter could be discussed at a future 
Committee meeting.   
Action: Board Secretary to amend Terms of Reference to include Fire Safety reports in paragraphs 4 
and 5   

  
 
10. 
 
 

 
 
Health and Safety Report     
There had been circulated NHC Safety Update report (FGP0321/10) by the Director of ETEC.    
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11. 

The Director explained that the College had recently recruited a Health and Safety Officer at 0.8FTE, 
with the Business Development Unit investigating the feasibility of also using him to run safety courses.     
He explained that the engagement of a specialist officer was essential due to the varied range of 
hazards across NHC activity, for example, shotguns, welding torches, chemicals and boats.   

 
The Director explained that there had been a lower than average number of incidents  in the past 
quarter and although there had been a spike in incidents in December there was no particular trend.   
There were some building safety issues which were being prioritised by the site Services Manager, 
pointing out in response to a question that the Site Services Manager is responsible for all premises on 
the College estate, and will keep premises in good order and raise hazard reports even where premises 
are planned for disposal.   He also mentioned the very favourable Internal Audit report on Covid-19 
Health and Safety issues, and the increased workload and stresses of staff working at home, including 
the requirement to complete Display Screen Assessment reports.    
 
The Board Chair commented that the issue of staff working safely at home in terms of mental health 
and also safety of display screen equipment were sensitive issues which had been raised at the Board 
drop in session.  He said that the Board wished to get closer to staff, and listened to their issues then 
passed them on to the Executive team.  He stressed that the Board is comfortable that the Executive 
team are doing all they can to ensure the safety and wellbeing of staff.       
 
The Committee noted the terms of the report. 
 
 
Business Development Report & Dornoch Project Update – December 2020 to February 2021  
There had been circulated report (FGP0321/11) by the Interim Principal and Director of Business 
Development providing progress reports on Business Development and the Dornoch Project. 
 
Business Development - In relation to Business Development the Interim Principal explained the 
commercial courses currently running, the work of the UHI Income Generation Group, the Skills 
Development Scotland Activity, the FWDF and the Kickstart Fund.  The Board welcomed the summary 
report and requested that a report showing comparator numbers with previous years be produced to 
a future meeting of the Committee.  The Committee noted that no courses on Cyber Skills had been 
developed as had been planned, although training for both safety on offshore windfarms and technical 
training courses had also been planned.  Accreditation has been delayed by covid-19.  There will be a 
business plan for sourcing funding with the possibility of a link with Orkney College.  An update will be 
provided at the next meeting. 
 
Action: the Interim Principal and Director of ETEC to provide a report on commercial course 
comparators over recent years, and an update on progress and accreditation of the offshore 
windfarm courses for the next meeting of the Committee    
 
Dornoch Project – the Interim Principal provided a verbal update on what she explained was a fantastic 
facility with great staff and good student and application numbers, although a snagging report had 
recently been completed, which was disappointing in its content.  The Director of Finance and Estates 
explained that he had recently attended a meeting about the snagging, and that the main points were 
the requirement for an accessible slope or levelling to access the external water tank (there being no 
fire hydrant); some work on the rear carpark; and possible scarring in the sheet metal work.  A soft 
opening for the premises is proposed for mid-May and the project will be completed within budget.    
 
Action: the Committee noted the progress in the development and agreed the new name for the 
Dornoch estate will be The Dornoch Campus.   
 

 12. Risk Register 
  There had been circulated report (FGP0321/11) by the Interim Principal inviting the Committee to 

endorse the presented Risk position for Risk Areas 4 and 6 Finance and Facilities.   The Interim Principal 
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 13. ERI “Pipeline” Report 

There had been circulated report (FGP0221/13) by the Director of the Environmental Research 
Institute providing a summary of the applications contributing to the ERI “pipeline”.   
 
Professor Gibb highlighted the diversity of topics and funding schemes detailed in the report and 
explained that the ERI had been responsive to the constantly changing funding landscape.  He 
reflected on the loss of the Erasmus Exchange Programme, and said that the Turing scheme, while 
allowing the College to engage with countries outside Europe, is a poor substitute for Erasmus in that 
it is a one-way system rather than an exchange programme.  The Turing Scheme allows students from 
other countries to come to Scotland.  He said that difficulties with laboratory work and fieldwork for 
some PHD students had arisen so the length of some projects and the composition of teams required 
alteration meaning that the period of risk had to be underwritten for some projects.  This would be 
considered over the next six months.  
 
In response to an enquiry from a Board member it was noted that there is no separate profit and loss 
account for ERI, the figures being combined into the main College monitoring statement.  The Director 
of Finance and Estates said that the ERI is out-delivering this year and had done so last year.  He 
undertook to provide a separate summary of income and expenditure with the papers for the next 
meeting.  
 
Professor Gibb suggested that the ERI could now forge partnerships for example with Australia.  In 
response to a suggestion that Japanese students from Fukishima could perhaps come to carry out 
research at Dounreay he said that it is important to find other countries prepared to work with the 
ERI.  In conclusion, Professor Gibb referred to the ongoing difficulty in formulating a steady budget 
situation for ERI as funding tends to come in bursts with an element of cyclicity in the financial 
situation.     
 
The Committee noted the terms of the report, taking Professor Murray’s comments into account.  
 
Action: Director of Finance and Estates to provide for next meeting of the Committee a separate 
summary report of income and expenditure for ERI.  
 
 

 14. Financial Forecast Return 
There had been circulated report (F&GP0221/14) by the Director of Finance and Estates inviting the 
Committee to approve the Mid Year Financial Forecast Return.  As the paper had been circulated late, 
the Director of Finance and Estates suggested that the Committee could submit comments to him on 
the report after the meeting.  

 

explained that as a new risk register was being prepared to coincide with issue of the Board’s new 
Strategic Plan, the risk score in relation to Finance had not been altered from that circulated at the 
December Board meeting although the Finance position was more positive than it had been then.   In 
relation to Estates, the risk register had been updated to show the final output on the Dornoch Campus.   
 
In response to a request by the Board Chair, the Committee agreed to reduce the risk level on Finance 
to reflect the current position, and agreed to endorse the risk level for Estates as recommended. 
 
In response to a request by Patrick Murray the Committee agreed that four of the elements of risk will 
be considered by the Committee in detail at each Committee meeting in order to give the Committee 
a greater understanding of the Risk Register.   
 
Action: interim Principal to reduce the risk score in relation to Finance to reflect the current position, 
and provide detailed reports for future meetings on the different elements of risk, four at a time.  
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  The Committee noted the Financial Forecast Return. 
 
 
There being no further business the meeting closed 6.00 pm.  
 
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    
 
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?  
 No   
 

Signed by the Chair _______________________________________ 

 

Date ___________________________________________________ 

FINANCE AND GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE 

ACTION SHEET – 3 MARCH, 2021 

Action Description Decision on 3rd 

March 2021 

FGP1120/07 Board Away Day - The Chairman suggested that the Board 

members take some time to consider the future of the College’s 

capital assets at an Away Day to be held in 2021. Agreed on 3rd 

March that this would take place when lockdown eases possibly in 

Dornoch Campus 

Board Chair 

FGP0321/06 Capital Budget - the Interim Principal to coordinate an update 
report for the Committee at each meeting on discussions with 
partners regarding funding and other issues.  
     
 

Interim 

Principal / 

Executive 

Team 

FGP0321/06 Capital Budget - the College Executive team to prepare an options 
appraisal and business case for the College’s future at Dale Farm, 
and consider how the strategic plan for the College estate should 
be developed 
 

Executive 

Team 
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 FGP0321/08 

 

Finance Strategy -  the Director of Finance and Estates to provide 
the Committee with a progress paper showing a cost benefit 
analysis of the link between the NHC and Inverness College Finance 
teams.  
 

Director of 

Finance and 

Estates 

FGP0321/09 Terms of reference for Committee -  Board Secretary to amend 

Terms of Reference to include Fire Safety reports in paragraphs 4 

and 5 

Board 

Secretary 

FGP0321/11 Business Development Report - the Interim Principal and Director 
of ETEC to provide a report on commercial course comparators over 
recent years, and an update on progress and accreditation of the 
offshore windfarm courses for the next meeting of the Committee 
 

Interim 

Principal and 

Director of 

ETEC 

FGP0321/11 Dornoch Project Update - the Committee agreed the new name for 
the Dornoch estate will be The Dornoch Campus 

Interim 

Principal 

FGP0321/12 Risk Register - Interim Principal to reduce the risk score in relation 
to Finance to reflect the current position, and provide detailed 
reports for future meetings on the different elements of risk, four 
at a time.      

Interim 

Principal 

FGP0321/13 ERI “Pipeline” Report - Director of Finance and Estates to provide 
for next meeting of the Committee a separate summary report of 
income and expenditure for ERI  

Director of 

Finance and 

Estates 
 


