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MINUTE OF THE HUMAN RESOURCES COMMITTEE MEETING 

held on Wednesday 15th March at 16:00 2017 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 
 

Present 
 

Ms Shona Blance, Chair 
Ms Lisa Buchanan (VC) 
Mr Jim McGillivray (VC) 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
 

In attendance 
 
 

Mr Joe Wright, HR Manager 
Ms Nicola Dreaves, Secretary to the Board 

 
1  Preliminaries 

 
  The Chair welcomed members to the meeting. 
   
 1.1 Apologies 
  Apologies had been received from Amanda Buttress and Ryan Maclean. 
   
 1.2 Declarations of Interest 
  Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda. Mr McGillivray 

noted that he was a member of the Scottish Secondary Teachers Association and that his daughter-in-
law is a member of staff in Dornoch.  No further declarations were made and members were reminded 
that a declaration could be made at any point throughout the meeting as appropriate. 

   
 1.3 Draft Minute of the previous meeting (07-09-16) 
  The minute of the previous meeting was agreed as an accurate record being proposed by Mr 

McGillivray and seconded by the Principal. 
   
 1.4 Actions / Matters arising from the previous meeting 
  The Principal noted that the Board of Management approved the recommendation put forward in the 

Job Evaluation paper following the previous meeting of the HR Committee. 
   
2  Human Resources Items 
   
 2.1 HR Report 
  2.1.1 Recruitment 

The HR Manager advised the committee that two members of staff, who are considered key to 
operations will shortly be leaving the employment of the College.  An Engineering Lecturer and a 
member of staff at ERI, both departures present North Highland College with difficulty in backfilling.  
The HR Manager noted that there had been a couple of applications for the Engineering post and none 
so far for the position in ERI, he added that it continues to be a challenging environment to recruit in.  
Mr Sandison enquired as to whether the College conducts departure interviews.  He was advised by 
the HR Manager that informal discussions tend to take place and generally departures relate to family 
matters /family not settling in the area.  Ms Blance queried whether there were any kind of ‘taster’ 
arrangements in place.  The HR Manager advised that the Director of the Environmental Research 
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Institute has invited prospective employees to spend time with the organisation and in the area ahead 
of committing to the role. 
 
The HR Manager advised the committee that the College is currently doing some work with Caithness 
Chamber of Commerce who are developing a Recruit Caithness programme, aimed that the families 
and spouses of the primary job holder.  He noted that it is hoped there will be something running later 
in 2017. 
 
2.1.2 Proposed Amendment to the College’s Redundancy Policy 
The HR Manager noted that the amendments proposed are peripheral and there are no major changes.  
He added that the policy changes had been used informally over the past year to be in-line with Scottish 
Government policies and SFC controls affecting the college sector.  The Principal noted that there were 
a couple of real issues, one being that there is a ‘no compulsory redundancy’ policy across the college 
sector and the second that the college had been required to make a sizeable reduction in the wage bill 
last year.  He noted that there had been times when staff had come forward to say they would leave 
under voluntary terms and the College has taken the decision based on financial viability in the medium 
/ long term.  The Principal noted that the formal addition of this wording was to ensure openness and 
transparency on how the College will deal with these situations.  He added that the HR Manager had 
taken the policy to legal advisors and their only comment was regarding potential age discrimination.  
The HR Manager noted that this was not an issue within the sector at present.  Mr Sandison enquired 
as to whether the SFC were comfortable with the policy and was advised by the HR Manager that they 
had been content with the previous policy and would only ask to see the policy where compulsory 
redundancy was concerned.  The Chair sought the approval of the amended Redundancy Policy from 
committee members and it was agreed the policy should be recommended for approval at the next 
Board of Management meeting on 5th April 2017. 
 
2.1.3 National Bargaining 
The HR Manager drew members attention to the summary provided on page four of the report and 
noted that the EIS ballot which closed on 3rd March showed overwhelming support for strike action, 
which may take place in April prior to the local government elections.  The HR Manager noted that the 
UNISON deal had not yet been discussed, but that key points were outlined in the report provided, he 
added that there was no sign of an early agreement. 
 
The Principal agreed that this was a troubling situation and advised members that there was a meeting 
between EIS and the Employers Association on 16th March 2017, he noted that from a prior meeting 
he had attended via video conference there appeared to be little hope of reconciliation.  He highlighted 
that this was due to EIS not believing that the 15/16 agreement was linked to the requirement for 
changes in terms and conditions.  He feared that EIS would call a formal ballot which could result in a 
one day strike, followed by a two then three day strike during April and May.  Mr Sandison asked if this 
had happened before and if the College had learned from previous experiences.  The HR Manager 
advised that North Highland College had learned from previous experiences and the Principal noted 
that the College had to contend with support staff strike action last year.  He added that any strike 
action proposed by EIS would be risk assessed using the procedures which had been put in place 
previously, he hoped that the College would not be in a position where it was forced to close. 
 
2.1.4 Attendance Management Policy 
The HR Manager advised members that this policy had been in place for sometime and the Unions had 
been advised.  He sought questions / comments from the Committee. 
 
Ms Blance noted that the policy was very clear and well written but wished to query the term 
‘backsliding’ as she felt concern that it was a very emotive term, she asked if there was an alternative 
that could be used.  There was some discussion regarding the term and the HR Manager advised that 
there had been very little requirement for the use of this policy, he added that there had been no 
comments received regarding the use of the term backsliding and that it was understood that this was 
a change in the process which had previously seen staff always reverting back to a ‘clean slate’.  
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Members agreed that if the staff were happy with the term and there is no alternative it should remain.  
Ms Buchanan agreed that the policy was very well written and comprehensive, she asked if there was 
a section where the consultation process could be included.  The HR Manager advised that there wasn’t 
a section to include consultations in, but noted that the policy had gone through the established 
consultation process.  Ms Buchanan asked if details of consultation could be included in a cover note 
for future items.  Members approved the Attendance Management Policy and agreed to recommend 
approval of the Policy at the Board of Management meeting to be held on 5th April 2017. 
 
2.1.5 Appraisal Reporting to Committee 
The HR Manager advised members that he is required to undertake annual checks upon the 
effectiveness of the College’s approval policy and noted the cross over with the Risk Register that will 
be presented later in the meeting. 
 
The HR Manager informed the committee that appraisal consistency and commitment has been a 
challenge for the College.  He noted that the College has a very flat hierarchical structure which leads 
to a ‘span of control’ issue, particularly when it comes to carrying out appraisals, as some managers 
have between 30 and 40 staff in their team.  He added that managers of large teams not having the 
time to carry out formal appraisals was undoubtedly a factor as smaller teams carried out appraisals 
more regularly.  He also noted that some staff are part-time, some deliver open learning and others 
are self-employed which also does not help to manage the risk.  The Principal echoed the comments 
made by the HR Manager and noted that some colleagues had looked at ways this issue could be 
addressed.  The HR Manager noted that the risk does not appear to be improving and advised members 
that the College’s Senior Management Team had been asked to review the system and had identified 
a number of issues, including the burden of documentation, he added that solutions to these issues 
must come from the staff carrying out the appraisals.  Ms Blance agreed that the College did have a 
very flat structure and noted that within the Redundancy Policy the appraisal system is one of the key 
indicators.  The HR Manager agreed and noted that this had been a challenge previously. 
 
Ms Blance queried whether the College used peer review as part of its performance management 
system, she was advised by the HR Manager that peer reviews were used and were currently working 
well, he added that he did not want to mix peer review with the appraisal process.  Mr Sandison asked 
if there had been any feedback from staff who had not received an appraisal.  The Principal advised 
that there had been feedback and that it was clear from this that there is an expectation that appraisals 
should be carried out by line managers, he noted that this would need to be taken in to consideration 
when reviewing the process.  Mr Sandison noted that a breakdown of statistics would be useful in 
tackling this issue and requested that this information be provided at future meetings.  ACTION 
(HR0317/1) HR Manager to provide a breakdown of appraisal statistics at the next meeting.  The 
Principal noted that this is an aspect of priority and added that if significant changes cannot be made, 
it may be necessary to assist managers in order to get the job done.  Ms Blance queried if there were 
instances where some of the larger departments completed appraisals and smaller ones didn’t.  The 
HR Manager advised that in general, appraisal does happen, however not always using the formal 
system, he noted that this was down to different management styles, he reiterated that the amount of 
paperwork had been highlighted as a burden, but added that where the paperwork is completed the 
system works well.  The HR Manager advised that there is good work in appraisal happening, but as it 
is verbal it is not demonstrable through the formal system. 
 
Ms Blance queried what the reasons were in the instances where staff did not complete the appraisal 
forms.  The HR Manager advised that the same reasons as managers had been postulated but also 
noted that it was perhaps not important to some people.  Ms Buchanan commented that she 
understood what the Principal and HR Manager were saying regarding the pressure on managers and 
agreed that the pressures are great, but noted that appraisals are useful tools in pressured times.  She 
queried whether this was an instance where the HR Committee required to take Leadership and write 
to staff acknowledging their hard work and advising that we want to hear their feedback of the 
appraisal system.  The HR Manager advised that he would have no objection with that and noted that 
it was a difficult survey to undertake.  Mr Sandison felt that the committee should not go down that 
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route as it is an operational issue that requires commitment from managers and staff.  The Principal 
noted that it is a subject that could be raised at an all staff meeting to explain that appraisals are about 
performance and moving forward in their chosen careers.  Ms Blance agreed, commenting that the 
private sector tend to link appraisal to CPD and training and noted that she felt the main issue was 
coming down to span of control.  The Principal concluded the discussion noting that the leadership 
team does have detailed statistics and knows where the system is working and where it is not, he added 
that the challenge is to come alongside staff and look at what is getting in the way and how they can 
help. 
 
2.1.6 Public Sector Equality Duty – Equality Outcomes 2017 
The HR Manager advised the committee that he was responsible for leading and reporting on the 
College’s Public Sector Equality Duty, he noted that it was a challenge and involved a significant time 
commitment.  He advised that the proposed outcomes were ready for publication pending approval 
from this committee and subsequently the Board of Management, he added that the outcomes were 
different to those set out in 2013 and are much more strategic / holistic he also noted that the equality 
committee had been reformed.  The HR Manager advised the committee that although the outcomes 
are fairly general there is a lot of hard work to be done.  He noted that the College does not have the 
resources to make these things happen and it will be a challenge. 
 
The HR Manager advised members that the equality outcomes proposed sought more of a societal 
change than the 2013 outcomes and actions would concentrate on what the College can do at its level 
to help these outcomes be achieved.  He noted that much of the activity will involve influencing the 
‘influencers’ as most decisions to set off in a particular career direction are shaped long before the 
College has any significant influence.  The HR Manager advised that there were several outward looking 
activities under the outcomes that involved schools and parents.  He advised that he was comfortable 
with the objectives but added that there is a risk in that the Equality and Human Rights Commission 
will have a view on how the Public Sector Equality Duty should be carried out, he added that the College 
must find a way to use the data it has in an efficient way.  Ms Blance asked if there had been a lot of 
data gathered as an evidence base.  She was advised by the HR Manager that there had been a lot of 
date collection, but noted that a lot of evidence is gut instinct based on the data the College does have 
and experience.  Ms Blance queried what data the College is currently collecting to build up the 
evidence base.  The HR Manager advised that it is not about building up data, but using the data we 
have and analysing why this is the case and how the College can influence the situation.  He noted that 
‘taster days’ had become popular but added that in many cases these came too late as attitudes had 
already been formed at home when the prospective students were a lot younger.  The HR Manager 
advised that census data was proving a challenge, to ascertain the population of the North Highland 
College area and then drill down to a meaningful level is very difficult.  The Principal agreed that the 
right approach had been taken in setting the equality outcomes, he noted that there is a huge gender 
imbalance across courses and it is a question of what the College can do to address this issue in 
partnership with stakeholders.  The Principal highlighted the success of the Newton Room project 
which encourages young people in to science and noted that projects like these will demonstrate what 
the College is doing to meet its outcomes.  Ms Buchanan commented that she used to do this type of 
work with the Police and so, appreciated the challenge ahead.  She noted that The Highland Council 
were very good at gathering equality data and advised that she would email the HR Manager details of 
the person to contact there.  ACTION (HR0317/2) Ms Buchanan to email the HR Manager with details 
of the appropriate person to contact within The Highland Council regarding equality data.   
 
Ms Buchanan asked if NHC had its own Equality Policy or dovetailed with UHI in this instance.  The HR 
Manager advised that UHI have a policy that is partner-wide. 
 
The committee approved the proposed outcomes and agreed they should be put forward to the 
Board of Management for approval. 
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 2.2 General HR Features of NHC / UHI 

The HR Manager advised the committee that this discussion paper had been brought to committee 
following a request from the Chair. 
 
Breakdown of types of job at North Highland College UHI 
The HR Manager informed members that the breakdown figures included invigilators, open learning 
lecturers and part-time employees, which skewed figures, he noted that the 115 Teaching Staff was 
equivalent to 70 FTE and the 99 Support Staff equivalent to 60 FTE.  The Principal noted that the 
nomenclature was becoming increasingly significant in National Bargaining terms, he echoed the 
comments made by the HR Manager and noted that just analysing figures can give a misleading 
perspective, he added that having 27 Research Staff was unusual in most colleges. 
 
Salary Scales 
The HR Manager drew members’ attention to the salary scales provided, he noted that with the 
exception of those covered by the Remuneration Committee, National Bargaining would result in a 
single pay scale.  Mr Sandison asked if this would assuage the concerns of Research Staff, he was 
advised by the HR Manager that he did not think this would be the case as generally Research Staff do 
not want to work for a college as it is not consistent with what they do in reputational terms.  The HR 
Manager added that North Highland College currently use the UCEA pay Scale for Research Staff, he 
noted this could potentially be a problem when it comes to National Bargaining.  The Principal 
commented that National Bargaining presents a number of challenges for UHI, including the Employers 
Association requirement for a change in Terms and Conditions – he noted that Teaching Staff within 
UHI have both FE and HE knowledge and are teaching at both levels. 
 
Staff Assessment / Progression 
The HR Manager advised the committee that the appraisal system is the main progression tool, but 
noted that there is no performance related progression up salary scale points – with the exception of 
those covered by the Remuneration Committee, staff progress one spinal point on the first of August 
each year.  The HR Manager advised that progression opportunities are limited due to the financial 
position and flat structure of the College, he noted that opportunities do arise from time to time, but 
added that currently there are no progression plans in place.  Further to the discussion regarding 
appraisal earlier in the meeting the HR Manager advised members that he had discussed appraisal 
systems frequently with his counterparts across the college network and they had noted the same 
issues, he added that some colleges do not use an appraisal system for Teaching Staff as this causes 
concern among some managers.  The Principal noted that the majority of Teaching Staff within North 
highland College were at the top of the salary scale. 
 
Anomalies 
The HR Manager advised members that there are a few anomalies in the College pay system.  He noted 
that these anomalies generally related to newly qualified lecturers with little teaching experience, he 
added that this came down to the market landscape.  For example, a newly qualified lecturer in 
Engineering could be placed at the top of the salary scale with added benefits as there is a demand for 
lectures in this department and it has proven difficult for North Highland College to recruit in this area.  
Whereas a newly qualified lecturer in another department is more likely to be taken on at a lower point 
on the salary scale.  The HR Manager advised that National Bargaining will resolve these anomalies as 
there will be a fixed scale job evaluation carried out.  He noted that there are currently 11 points and 
there will probably be fewer with National Bargaining.  The Principal commented that the HR Manager 
had made a good point with the Engineering lecturer and noted that the College has to be market 
driven.  He added that a fundamental principle when appointing a lecturer is that they are appointed 
on their skills as a teacher – not by subject area, however he felt that in this instance the anomalies 
were justified.  The Principal noted that the salary scale had evolved over the years and would be 
tackled through national job evaluation, he added that this is likely to be a thorny issue that will require 
monitoring.  He noted that all 20 incorporated colleges had signed up, but that some other colleges 
had not.  Mr Sandison sought clarification on how job evaluation would sort out the anomalies.  The 
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HR Manager advised that North Highland College would have to stick to a national scale and there 
would be no flexibility as salary would be based on set criteria.  Ms Blance commented that this could 
result in North Highland College struggling to recruit in certain areas.  The HR Manager highlighted that 
there are specific arrangements in place for engineering staff, for example they do not have term-time 
holidays and therefore have different terms and conditions.  He added that this could be difficult to 
equate to the forthcoming national arrangements as teachers will be required to be on the new scale.  
The HR Manager informed members that the new pay scale must not be detrimental to staff and 
therefore those not at the top of a new scale point, but near it will move up and larger increments over 
time will result in a larger financial hit for the College.  The Principal commented that there were good 
grounds for the arrangements put in place at the time of establishing the ETEC facility as they met with 
the expectations of local employers.  
 
What Benchmarking is undertaken to ensure NHC is competitive? 
The HR Manager advised that he had looked at benchmarking in terms of recruitment, he noted that 
the College does not formally benchmark against other colleges as they are not competitors except 
where Research and Engineering is concerned. 
 
The HR Manager advised that non-teaching competitors included Dounreay and The Highland Council.  
He added that the College could not compete with Dounreay but did fair favourably in comparison with 
the Highland Council where pay and terms and conditions were concerned. 
 
The Principal clarified that it is not that North Highland College do not know what other colleges offer 
and what their pay scales are, as this information is known through National Bargaining.  He 
commented that when recruiting for a teaching post, the college is not concerned with what others 
offer, but highlighted that informal benchmarking across the Highlands and Islands does take place. 
 
Ms Blance thanked the HR Manager for the useful discussion paper. 
 
The Principal asked the committee if there were other things that they felt they did not know enough 
about and would like brought to committee.  Ms Blance advised that she would like to have a better 
understanding of the HR Strategy and where it fits in to the College’s vision for HR but added that she 
understood it was not documented.  The HR Manager advised that there is a 12-18 month work plan 
for HR and that staff work from the strategic plan, he noted that it would not be difficult to write a 
strategy but was unsure of what benefit it would be as North Highland College is a small college with 
limited resources.  Ms Blance advised that clarity of how HR links in to and comes out of the overall 
strategy would be useful.  Mr Sandison advised that he was happy with the information at present and 
agreed that HR plans should come from the overall strategy.  He noted that it was difficult to see where 
a HR Strategy would be of benefit to a college the size of North Highland College.  The HR Manager 
noted that North Highland College has a small college implementation model and this can be discussed 
going forward, as the new North Highland College strategy is developed.  

   
3  NHC Risk Register (HR) 
  The Principal advised members that there are currently three risks allocated to the HR Committee, 

those being risks, 11, 12 and 17. 
 
Risk 11 
The Principal asked the committee whether, given the information provided over the course of the 
meeting they felt the risk should remain at green or be moved in to the amber zone.  Ms Blance was of 
the opinion that the risk should be moved in to the amber zone because of the significance placed on 
appraisals when it comes to compulsory redundancy.  Mr McGillivray felt the risk should remain in the 
green zone.  Ms Buchanan observed that the College has a performance management system, so the 
risk should remain green, but queried whether the risk therefore was that the College was not using 
the system.  Blair Sandison intimated that his view was for the risk to remain at green, but noted that 
the committee should agree acceptable figures for appraisal returns based on review of the data 



 

7 
 

proved though the earlier noted action (HR0317/1) and review progress in one year.  The committee 
agreed that risk 11 should remain in the green risk zone. 
 
ACTION (HR0317/3) HR Committee to review appraisal data and make a decision regarding an 
acceptable number of appraisal returns at the next committee meeting. 
 
Risk 12 
The Principal drew members’ attention to the paper provided and in particular the details included 
about the Early Experience Survey.  He noted that the response tended to produce a fairly positive 
outcome and that this year was no different. 
 
The Principal highlighted that action 2, to re-establish the College Joint Consultative Committee had 
moved forward and there would be regular meetings held.  The first matter the committee is assisting 
with is the values survey.  The HR Manager advised that this was the only formal setting in which the 
Unions were consulted and noted that there is seldom input from EIS at present.  He added that a lot 
of informal consultation takes place with Union Representatives, who are very supportive of the 
College, he noted that there is a good working relationship with Union Representatives.  Mr Sandison 
sought clarification as to whether this was the only formal Management Team / staff interface.  The 
HR Manager advised that there used to be a committee including the Unison and EIS Representatives 
along with a non-union employee representative, but that never came to fruition.  He noted that the 
landscape had changed with National Bargaining and added that there are now and union members.  
The HR Manager advised members that he is interested in having a staff consultation forum but was 
unsure how useful this would prove.  The Principal highlighted that it was important to note that the 
College does consult with staff regularly, for example at present there is on-going consultation 
regarding the estates work.  The Principal advised there was no proposal for change to this risk and 
noted it is stable, he added that care will have to be taken as National Bargaining progresses. 
 
Risk 17 
The Principal reminded members that the HR Manager had indicated some staff departures, but noted 
that there were a number of specific actions being taken forward including a Leadership Programme.  
The HR Manager reported that he is looking at the Inverness College programme as a base and will 
develop the North Highland College programme form there.  He noted that he wished to have a flexible 
programme that would support staff to progress in to managerial roles, he added that it may be more 
of a framework than a specific programme.  The HR Manager advised that the Leadership Programme 
was some way from being fully visualised and advised that the NHC Arms-Length Foundation would be 
approached to support the development and implementation of the project.  He noted that Inverness 
College had received support from their ALF and therefore there was precedence there.  The HR 
Manager advised that he hoped to produce the framework/programme by the end of the summer and 
would bring it to the next committee meeting.  Mr Sandison commented that schemes like this could 
be a great incentive and succession planning could follow on from this.  The HR Manager agreed that 
this was one activity that will support succession planning, which is difficult given the flat structure of 
the College which has resulted in formal succession planning impractical.  The Principal noted that 
historically, projects or specific jobs of a more corporate nature had been identified for staff showing 
potential for progression to undertake in order to provide them with meaningful learning experiences.  
He also wished to note that the recent departure of a section leader had presented an opportunity to 
split the remit of that role and appoint two team leaders.  The HR Manager noted that this was working 
well so far as the staff involved were very motivated.  The Principal added that he was not 
recommending any change to this risk. 

   
4  Date of next Meeting: TBC following approval of 2017/18 Session meeting dates 
   
  There being no other business the meeting was closed at 17:55 
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Summary of actions, recommendations and key decisions from the  
Meeting of the Human Resources Committee 

Held on Wednesday 15th March 2017 
 

Actions 
 

HR0317/1 HR Manager to provide a breakdown of appraisal statistics at the next meeting.   
HR0317/2 Ms Buchanan to email the HR Manager with details of the appropriate person to 

contact within The Highland Council regarding equality data.   
HR0317/3 HR Committee to review appraisal data and make a decision regarding an acceptable 

number of appraisal returns at the next committee meeting. 
 
 

Recommendations 
  

1 That the amendments to the Redundancy Policy be approved.  See attached policy 
document 2.3.1 

2 That the Attendance Management Policy be approved.  See attached policy 
document 2.3.2 

3 That the Equality Outcomes 2017 be approved.  See attached paper 2.3.3 
 
 
 Decisions 
 

1 Committee agreed that Risk 11 should remain in the green zone following the 
discussions regarding the Performance Management System. 

 


