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DRAFT MINUTE OF THE FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE MEETING 

held on Wednesday 30th August 2017 at 16:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 
 

Present 
 

Mr Trevor Jones, Chair 
Ms Lisa Buchanan (VC) 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
Mr Graham Birnie 
Mrs Amanda Buttress 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates  
Ms Debbie Gray, Director of Enterprise and Innovation  
Ms Stuart Gibb, Director of the Environmental Research Institute 
Mr Mike Finlayson, Estates and Facilities Manager 
Mr Adam Pool, Secretary to the Board 

 
  Preliminaries 

 
  The Chair welcomed members to the meeting. 

   
 1 Apologies 
  Apologies had been received from 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 (31-05-17) 

  Subject to one small spelling error, the minute of the previous meeting was proposed as an accurate 
record by Mr Sandison and seconded by Mr Jones. 

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

 
FGP0517/1 –The Director of the Environmental Research Institute explained that the Board Secretary 
now had the relevant information to circulate to Board members. 
 
FGP0517/2 –The Director of the Environmental Research Institute explained the Board Secretary would 
circulate the relevant information which included the Stakeholder Analysis and Strategic Planning 
documents. 
 
FGP0517/3 – The Principal informed the Committee that, in short, there was nothing more to be done 
at this stage, other than keep the project under review. The Principal also discussed that the next steps 
would need to be prioritised. Mr Sandison questioned which parts of the project would need refreshed 
or altered first. The Principal explained that if and when the funding package became available for NHC, 
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a review of the plan could be made before any action was taken.  The Principal also discussed that the 
cost per square metre was higher than the SFC were accustomed to seeing. This reflects the location 
of the College and Executive Team should try to not compromise on this to fall in line with national 
benchmarks. However, The Director of Finance and Estates said work was being done to try and lower 
the cost per square metre. Mr Birnie commented that a review of the plan before the project went 
ahead should definitely be done and not only discussed. 
 
The Director of Finance and Estates informed the Committee that the Scottish Funding Council are 
undertaking an Estates Assessment for colleges in Scotland and that surveyors have been on the North 
Highland College estate over the summer to rank it. He feels the SFC will not act on projects such as 
this until they have those details. 
 
Ms Buchanan arrived at 16:15 via video conference. 
 
FGP0517/4 – Ms Buchanan informed the Committee that this action had been done for the Human 
Resources Committee and still needs to be done for this Committee. 
 
FGP0317/2- Complete  
 
FGP0317/3 – The Principal will pick this up with the Board Secretary at a later date.  
 
FGP0317/5- The Director of Enterprise and Innovation and the Director of the Environmental Research 
Institute have discussed this and they are aware and monitoring the situation.  
Mr Sandison commented it would be beneficial for the college to always be aware of how much 
European Union funding we receive.  

   
 5 Bank Covenant – Waiver Letter 

   
  The Director of Finance and Estates explained to the Committee that two covenants will be removed 

by the Bank, which is in NHC’s favour. This leaves two remaining. One relating to borrowing costs 
which will be adhered to. The other covenant regarding operating deficits may be liable to breach 
based on budgets and financial forecasts for the next five years. Due to this possible breach this issue 
is going to the UHI Finance Committee. The Director of Finance and Estates then explained he felt 
that the bank would find this acceptable as long as UHI provides a form of support and notifies the 
bank of this.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates encouraged the Committee that it was acceptable to sign the 
waiver and amendment letter, and this was agreed. 

 
 

  

6  Student Residences Paper 

   
  The Director of Enterprise and Innovation recommended to the Committee that they grant approval 

to City Heart to take the residencies project forward in Thurso. The Director of Enterprise and 
Innovation also  gave a quick overview of the project notifying the Committee that it had been going 
since 2013 and the legal and operational structure had now been set up. Progress has been good and 
alluded to the figures in the report. However she also notified the members that out of the 40 beds in 
Dornoch only 14 were filled, but with only 17 places on the course filled this was a realistic number. 
To fill the extra beds the team will target non-student organisations who require accommodation.  
 
The Principal explained that from his perspective that investing in the future was the correct option 
to take and the challenge was to attain sufficient occupants for the residences. The Director of 
Enterprise and Innovation also explained that the low occupancy rate in Dornoch may be due to only 
first years taking places in the residencies as second years may have found alternative 
accommodation already. She hoped that first years would return to the residencies in their second 
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year which would increase the occupancy rate. Mr Jones enquired as to who pays City Heart, and it 
was confirmed that it was the students that pay them directly. The Principal stated that the financial 
risk lies with UHI, but it would naïve of the Committee to believe there would be no repercussions for 
NHC if the residences were underutilised.  
 
Ms Buttress enquired about the supervision of the residencies as she was concerned as to what 
happens when the College is closed and questioned what assurances there was for the care of 
students. She also felt it was important to have an out of hours contact for students. The Director of 
Enterprise and Innovation confirmed it was City Heart who are tasked with this. It is also planned that 
one of the students would be employed as a warden for this and the structures that City Heart have 
in place have worked successfully in other colleges.  
 
It was also discussed that students who opt for a place in the Student residences would be paying 
substantially more than those who opt for a private “landlady/lord” option. The Principal felt this may 
be why, in Dornoch’s case, second or third year students were not utilising the residences as they had 
already found cheaper alternative accommodation.  
 
 The Director of the Environmental Research Institute felt that from an ERI perspective a 
“landlady/lord” option was a deterrent for Undergraduate and Postgraduate students who have 
expectations of a University style accommodation. He also expressed that for the growth of 
Undergraduate and Postgraduate numbers that NHC should have accommodation that matches the 
expectation of Students looking for a University experience. This is important as the location of 
students the NHC may attract with this could be the rest of the UK and the rest of the world and 
these would be fee paying students. He also raised the possibility of another option that could go 
alongside this, such as small standalone units for PHD students who may have families. He raised the 
point that some high fee paying students could make the delivery of some courses viable and that 
these residencies could be a way to attract more of them to Thurso. Mr Birnie expressed concerns 
that this process was going to take too long and may not be fully implemented until after the full 
implication of “Brexit”. He felt that this was essential for Thurso and that the process should be sped 
up. 
 
The Principal felt it was important to make the clear that what was being sought at this point was a 
recommendation to the Board to continue investigating this plan and that the Board should be given 
as much information as possible on this matter to be able to make a decision. 
 
It was agreed that a recommendation should be made to the Board to approve this project. 
 

   

   
7  Financial Forecast Return 2017 
   

The Director of Finance and Estates requested the Committee review and grant retrospective approval 
to the Financial Forecast Return. He explained there was small changes in this report from the budget 
that had already been approved. The key change was the underlying operating deficit which was slightly 
lower than the approved figure from the approved budget. The Director of Finance and Estates also 
expressed concerns about the possibility that the staff cost base may be under more pressure than 
disclosed in the paper.  
 
Retrospective approval was granted by the Committee. 
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8  Estates Report 
   
  The Committee were requested to grant retrospective approval of a payment made to GMR Henderson 

for the work carried out at Burghfield House converting the former bedrooms into office space. 
The Director of Finance and Estates also updated the Committee on the fact that there were no offers 
for Ross House, however the Estate Agents were going to enter into a dialogue with interested parties. 
Mr Sandison questioned why a closing date had been set and it was confirmed it was to try and entice 
interested parties into making an offer.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates also updated the Committee on the Fire Risk assessments 
undertaken at the College properties. At the moment the college sits at 8/12, which is medium risk but 
work will be done to and improve this to 3 or 4, which is low risk.  
 
Finally the Committee were updated with the problems in Alness regarding the volume of students, 
which is too large for the Alness campus to cope. It is currently being investigated what can be done 
about this. Options such as rented additional property or the buying of Portacabins, which the Estates 
and Facilities Manager, has been investigating. The Principal commented that various stakeholders 
have been approached for assistance with this and while it was good that NHC had such a high number 
of students, they needed to be given suitable space to work in. A key focus point would be to review 
student numbers in September and ascertain whether the project numbers that would cause a space 
issue, actually materialize. Mr Sandison commented on the Inverness City Deal monies mentioned in 
the report and how this was progressing. The Director of Enterprise and Innovation confirmed she had 
been in touch with the Highland Council regarding this matter, but it was felt the response was vague 
and this needed to be looked at again.  
 
Retrospective Approval was granted for the payment to GMR Henderson. 

   
   

9  Risk Register 
   

  The Principal reminded members of this Committee that their responsibility was to monitor 3 of the 
risks on the register. Also, although there are many risks in the red zone, the policy is anything in the 
red is the responsibility of the full Board. 
 
The Principal reviewed the relevant risks in turn 
 
Risk 6 
The Principal informed the Committee that this relates to the use of resources. The Principal 
commented that as it was early in the academic year as far as target attainment was concerned, there 
was nothing to report on this. 
 
 
Risk 10 
The Principal drew attention to new elements of this risk. He explained that NHC calibrates its Risk 
Register with the Risk Register of UHI. The partners have been asked to make amendments to reflect 
the ongoing challenges associated with maintaining data security and the prevention of cyber-attacks.  
It has been agreed with the owner of the UHI Risk Register that this will be addressed by the addition 
of 2 new elements of risk to this item. The Committee were also asked to note that within the actions 
of the risk, there were some specific actions set up by UHI to attempt to improve the security for UHI 
resources. Mr Sandison commented that it was reassuring that there was collaboration on the Risk 
Register across UHI. 
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  Risk 15 
The Principal alluded to The Director of the Environmental Research Institute’s pipeline report which 
would be discussed later in the meeting. The Principal also commented on the continuing hard work of 
the ERI staff and, in his opinion, this risk would not need to vary at this stage.  

   
   
   

10  Terms of Reference 
     

The Secretary to the Board asked the members to note the changed and, if approved, the Terms of 
References would be updated.  
 
Mr Sandison confirmed that the task to all Committees was to update the Terms of Reference to make 
sure the Committees were not being presented with data they did not require. He also commented 
that the change to the number of members the Committee needs (from 5 to 3) was significant and will 
make having a quorum easier.   
 

   

11  Budget Monitoring 
   

The Director of Finance and Estates asked the Committee to note the paper and in turn the financial 
position of the college as of July 2017.  He also stated that further work had been done on the report 
and the management accounts position should be completed by the end of the week. It was brought 
to the Committee’s attention that the College pays pension funds to those who retired in the 1990’s. 
Provisions need to be set aside for this and this provision is over £700,000. The interest rate the SFC 
advised the college to use reduced from 1/2% to 0% which cost the college £25,000 as the lower the 
interest rates the higher provision the College needs to pay out to those receiving the pensions. If 
interest’s rates rise however, the provision number will reduce. The Director of Finance and Estates 
pointed out that they year ends will show a loss of around £75,000. This does not include the £25,000 
of pension provisions as just discussed.   
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 Report from Director of E&I 
 
The Director of Enterprise and Innovation informed the Committee that the paper was for noting but 
wished to highlight some information to the Committee. Firstly, the funding position of the College has 
dropped but is still better than expected. Also the College has entered into a new partnership with 
Forestry Enterprise Scotland.  
 
Mr Birnie asked about what was being done to publicise the golf camps. The Director of Enterprise and 
Innovation explained to the Committee that it was in its early stages with the business plan having been 
completed only a short while ago. An external company is building a web presence and the Marketing 
Team are also working on gathering data on the camps and producing information for the public. The 
website is hoped to be live by the middle of September, barring the ability to pay through the site 
(which will come later in the year). A golf brochure from Visit Scotland, Alumni from NHC and Dornoch 
golf club are also being used to advertise. Mr Birnie advised asking for assistance from 2 golf charities 
who have done organised this type of golf camp before. He felt it would be beneficial and getting a 
professional golfer would also help to draw in participants. The Principal acknowledged the assistance 
from HIGH with their funding of the business plan and further support to the project.  
 
Mr Jones raised a question about approaching the Scottish Colleges Foundation for funds for capital 
projects and whether there were any updates to this. The Principal informed the Committee that the 
funds were in the process of being of being transferred. To allow this to happen a number of things had 
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to be done, however he was confident that this process was ongoing. The Director of Enterprise and 
Innovation also confirmed that the applications forms where ready to be sent as soon as the money 
was available. 
 
 
 
The ERI Proposal Pipeline 
 
The Director of the Environmental Research Institute asked the Committee to note the paper and the 
continued efforts of the ERI to secure funding, in particular the new proposals that have been 
submitted since the last Finance and General Purposes meeting.  The Director of the Environmental 
Research Institute also explained that success rates are dropping and 17% success rate is a more 
realistic rate. It was noted that one of the bigger projects that has been submitted to NERC (Natural 
Environment Research Council) is a UK wide Doctoral training program called Environmental 
Implications of a Developing Energy Sector. NHC were invited to this by the University of Aberdeen 
alongside University of St Andrews, Manchester, Southampton and East Anglia.  
 
 
Weekly Fire Alarm Tests 
 
The Board Secretary pointed out to the Committee that very recent revised version had just been 
released and the Committee were asked to note the paper. The Director of Finance and Estates 
commented that he had emailed Burghfield and Dornoch to make sure that fire alarm tests were 
carried out weekly as it was felt they may be slipping.  
 
No further comments were made. 
 
Accident and Dangerous Occurrences 
 
The Director and Finance and Estates noted that as this report was at the end of the year there was 
less data to be presented. Mr Sandison asked the Committee what was being done to assure all 
accidents were being reported. The Principal responded that through the Health and Safety 
Committee, the accident reports are reviewed in detail and as a consequence of previous monitoring 
it was felt that there had been an underreporting in equine, and at the previous Staff Conference 
awareness of the importance of accident reporting was raised.  
 
The Estates and Facilities Manger suggested a “Stop-Card” system which could make reporting on 
Health and Safety more economical. Basically if an incident occurs an observer will record the event on 
the “card” and leave it in a designated space. These will be compiled and will hopefully encourage 
reporting by making it more accessible. This system doesn’t only apply to accidents, but any kind of 
incident that should be reported.  
 
Ms Buchanan suggested a rolling twelve month plan could be introduced so that any trends could be 
seen from the accidents that occurred at the College, and this would be more helpful than the small 
snapshot of data the Committee currently sees at each meeting. 
 
AOCB  
 
The Principal acknowledged the role that The Director Enterprise and Innovation had played while the 
Principal was on leave. 
 
 

  Date of next Meeting: 29th November 2017. (Joint with Audit and Risk Management) 
   
  There being no other business the meeting was closed at 17:35 
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