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DRAFT MINUTE OF THE AUDIT & RISK MANAGEMENT JOINED WITH FINANCE AND GERENERAL 

PURPOSES  COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on 27th November 2018 at 09:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 

 
Present 
 

Mr Robbie Rowantree (Audit Chair) 
Mr Graham Birnie (Finance Chair) 
Mr Blair Sandison 
Ms Tessa Palmer 
Ms Nicky Herd  
Mr Donald MacBeath (Principal) 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mr Roddy Ferrier, Director of Finance and Estates 
Ms Anne Bremner, Director of Learning and Teaching 
Professor Gibb, Director of the ERI 
Ms Gill Callaghan, TIAA Internal Auditor (VC) 
Rob Jones, External Auditor (Ernst and Young) 
 
Mr Adam Pool, Secretary to the Board 
 

 
  Preliminaries 

 
   

 1 Grant Stuart – Ross House Update 
  Via Video Conferencing, Mr Stuart updated the Committee on Ross House stating that while there 

had been some interest, no formal bids had been made. The marketing strategy will now be to wait 
and see if the Coul Links Golf course goes ahead. If so, there may be more interest in purchasing Ross 
House. Mr Birnie agreed that waiting to see the results of this would be better rather than selling at a 
reduced rate. The Principal echoed this and questioned the response of Kirkwood who had expressed 
interest but would have offered below the asking price. Mr Stuart explained that Kirkwood’s plans 
would have been to demolish the old building and replace it with one that would utilise the golf 
course more.  The Director of Finance and Estates stated that the question now is what the College 
would do if an offer was made on the building of around £800,000. Mr Birnie commented that the 
situation will need to be reassessed if an offer does come through and Mr Sandison felt the College 
should express the feeling that the building is worth the £1 million asking price, but also would 
consider lower offers. Mr Stuart left the meeting at this time.  

   
 2 External Auditors Report 

  Mr Jones talked the Committee through the External Audit Report.  He noted that some areas still 
needed finalised for the Report such as the inclusion of the College’s balance within the ALF, but the 
auditors are comfortable the College does not control the funds and goes through proper procedures 
to access this funding. The Principal added that liquidation of the North Highland College foundation 
is near completion at this stage.  
 
Mr Jones wished to highlight that revaluation of fixed asset values will need to be done every year 
now instead of over four period as previously actioned.  He also mentioned that another 
recommendation is a more thorough self-evaluation of Governance compliance using the UHI 
provided Governance Checklist.  
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Mr Rowantree commented that in regards to recommendation 3 he felt that the financial 
implications of any actions taken by the Board were well understood by staff. He questioned why 
there was need to change this? Mr Jones commented that the recommendation only takes into 
consideration things going forward and for any future financial forecasting, the strategic plan as set 
out by the Board should always be taken into account.  The Director of Finance and Estates 
commented that the FFR for 5 years’ time has large deficits without an action plan to address this at 
the moment. The issue is that to make cuts to resolve this and remain sustainable is near impossible. 
The Director of Finance and Estates commented that this problem was attempted to be addressed by 
things such as integration, which failed, and difficult cuts will now need to be made to meet the 
challenges in five years’ time. Mr Sandison felt that curriculum benchmarking is needed so each 
year’s data can be compared with previous data to analyse progress towards targets, and possibly 
highlight what needs done in terms of a strategy.  Mr Rowantree added that decisions had an extra 
layer of complication on decisions as the Government places restrictions here. He questioned Mr 
Jones if NHC is unique with this problem. Mr Jones commented that in the sector, no Colleges would 
be in the “green” area for financial sustainability as unfunded pay rises have hit all Colleges.  
 
Ms Palmer asked what the area of non-compliance was regarding the Board and it was confirmed 
that it was the fact that the Audit Committee had not yet met with auditors without the Executive 
Team. This was on the agenda for this meeting and happened at this time.  
 
The Executive Team left the meeting.  
 
Mr Jones commented that they were comfortable with the interaction they have with the College’s 
finance team and have no issues with Management being obstructive or difficult.  One thing that 
should be noted is the area around fixed asset evaluations where a high degree of technical 
accounting is required, the auditor’s do a bit of additional work to assist. He also commented that 
interaction with the Principal would increase in the next few months regarding planning financial 
forecasts going forward. Mr Sandison questioned if the College was being too prudent with financial 
forecasts as there was a track record of meeting deficit positions and Mr Jones commented that the 
auditors were happy that budgets had been created on a solid basis. Mr Rowantree asked whether if 
there were issues with the Executive Team, the auditors would feel comfortable raising this with the 
Committee and Mr Jones confirmed that they would.  
 
Mr Jones left the meeting at this time and the Executive members returned.  
 
 
 

   
 3 Internal Audit Reports 

The Internal Audits reports were taken at this time.  
 
Internal Audit Report 2017/18 
Ms Carmichael talked the committee through the report, starting by stating that reasonable assurance 
of effective management control and Governance were in place.   Each Audit has been reported to the 
last Audit Committee and recommendations were accepted and will be followed up in 2018/19.  
No further Comments were made.  
 
Internal Audit Strategy 2018/19 
Ms Carmichael informed the Committee that the audits for 2018/19 will be Risk Management, 
Procurement and Student Support Credits (which has already taken place). Ms Bremner added that 
these areas were presented to the Committee at the last meeting and no objections were made. Mr 
Sandison questioned if this was aligned with the UHI Internal Audit plan. Ms Carmichael explained 
that this was based on NHC’s audit needs. Ms Sandison also questioned if joined up thinking on audits 
was taking place in UHI. Mr Rowantree felt that there was desire for this, as demonstrated by the last 
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joint partner A&RM meeting and felt that in the future, due to financial pressures, this will need to 
happen more. The Principal added that he does see the benefits of this and in the past the College 
has attempted to work towards this. 
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching pointed out that the recommendations are added to the Audit 
Action Plan.  
 
Internal Audits Review 
Ms Carmichael took the Committee through the Internal Audit summaries as presented in the paper. 
The Director of Learning and Teaching added that to get positive results from the auditors means a 
lot of work from staff and Mr Rowantree thanked all concerned with this work. He also thanked the 
Internal Auditors for their work.  
 
The Executive Tea left again to allow for independent discussion with the Internal Auditor.  
 
Ms Carmichael commented that staff and Executive Team members have made themselves available 
to the auditors and are open about areas of concern. Recommendations are readily accepted and 
Management comments are provided on how they will proceed. The Committee were happy with the 
College’s response to the audits. 
 
 
The Internal Auditor left the meeting at this time and the Executive Team returned to the meeting.  
 
 
 
 

 4 Year End Accounts 
  The Director of Finance and Estates  talked the Committee through the report commenting that even 

with the RDEL surplus, a loss was delivered due to HE numbers, the ERI performance and the Pension 
provision coming down. He also added that unfunded pay rises will be a challenge for the College. 
Professor Gibb added that while the ERI had performed well, it was prudent to remember that 
funding of that nature is cyclical but does look even when analysed over a long period of time. 
 
The Principal noted that the College needs to plan for the long term but the reality for financial 
monitoring is that planning is short term. He also echoed the fact that unfunded pay rises are hugely 
challenging as Colleges will get no help with these.  
 
The Committee approved the report for the full Board meeting, with the caveat that there may be 
some tweaking of evaluation reserve figures as the auditors may change one slightly before the 
final report is complete.  
 
The Committee also thanked the Finance Manager for the hard work carried out on the reports.  
 
 

  Finance and General Purposes Business 
   

 5 Apologies 
  Apologies had been received from Mr Jim McGillivray and Mr Andrew Kerr.  

 
   

 6 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. 
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 7 Draft Minute of the previous meeting (23-05-18) 
   
  The minutes of the previous meeting were proposed as an accurate record. 
   

 8 Actions Arising from the previous meeting 
   

  FGP0317/3- 
The Principal noted the paper that had been submitted to the Committee regarding this use. He also 
commented that the Board Secretary had tried to see whether UHI had a definitive list of compliance 
areas and it was commented that they did not. The paper was deemed sufficient.  
 
FGP0517/4-  
This will be done after the Training has taken place. 
 
FGP0818/1-  
This will be done by a student on one of the Golf Management Courses. 
 
FGP0818/2-  
Done. 
 
FGP0818/3-  
Done. 

 9  Peer Review 
 
Mr Birnie informed the Committee that the he and the Director of Finance and Estates have been in 
touch with Frank Grant who has produce the organograms for the project in Burghfield. There has not 
been a Project Management meeting yet but this will take place soon. The Peer Review is also not 
complete yet and the intention is to do this in the coming week. The report produced will go to the 
full Board on the 12th of December. The task now is to review the Stage 3 report and the tender, and 
discuss with Frank Grant how all this will be complied into a Peer Review.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates commented that regarding the Burghfield project, his main 
concern is cost control as the original tender was in August and this may cause issue as the 
retendering might produce a different figure. Also the agreement with UHI to front load the money 
until the SFC provides the funding has not been finalised and may not be until mid-December. Mr 
Birnie felt that this was going ahead after discussion with Fiona Larg, but no formal communication 
has been made as of yet. The Principal confirmed this as so. The Principal also informed the 
Committee that Fiona Larg had confirmed that what would be given is an advance on funding, with 
the money being returned when the College had its other funding in place. A paper will need to go to 
the Board do detail the position of the project before any final decisions or approvals are made. He 
also noted the SFC must approve the reinvestment of proceeds from a fixed asset. The Principal 
commented that any selling of fixed assets of over £1 million must now be approved by Scottish 
Ministers, which adds another layer of complication to this. The Director of Learning and Teaching 
commented that from a partnership point of view, selling Ross house, which would save around 
£40,000 a year on costs, is the right thing to do. Mr Rowantree asked if there was a way to offset the 
difference in the budget if Ross House did not sell for the asking price. The Director of Finance and 
Estates would need to look into this in due course.  
 
Mr Birnie also added that when updating the Dornoch campus to improve the Golf Courses, the 
College should seek out the best equipment possible, even though it may be fairly expense, as this 
will be key in attracting students. The Director of Finance and Estates agreed but added that footfall 
on the Golf courses at Dornoch has never been as high as would have been desired. The Principal 
commented that for the Board meeting a paper for the Peer review and the latest funding scenario 
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position would be required.  Mr Sandison added that the results of the retendering should be flagged 
to the Board as soon as possible.  
 
Action- The Principal to Produce a paper for the Board regarding the funding position of the 
Burghfield Campus. 
 
Action – Mr Birnie to present the Peer Review to the Board.  

 10 Revenue Budget Monitoring 
  The Director of Finance and Estates notified the committee that there were two major uncertainties 

with the monitoring. The first was the shortfall of around 30 full time students and the other was the 
staff costs due to the difficulty of the National Bargaining uncertainties.  However this has been 
budgeted for as much as possible. 
 
Mr Birnie questioned why there was shortfall on HE figures. The Director of Learning and Teaching 
informed the Committee that last year exceeded targets so targets were increased. Unfortunately this 
time a few programs have not recruited as well as hoped. FE is also down, but this is not as financially 
detrimental as the HE side. At the moment the curriculum is being reviewed and actions to narrow the 
gap between actual and targets are being discussed as the target of 440 will not be reached. The Board 
will be updated at the next full Board meeting. Ms Palmer questioned if less school leavers was a factor 
that may have impacted this. The Director of Learning and Teaching commented that this might not 
have been a huge factor as the school leavers market is not overly prominent for the College.   
 
Mr Sandison felt that analysis of the school leaver’s data for the past few years should be done to assist 
in the predicting of targets. He also feels the Board should get the information on which courses do 
well, and which courses do not attract as many students. The Principal commented that the tactic 
should be that the Management group is open to retiring courses that were underperforming, so that 
different courses could be created. He agreed that there needs to be a more focus on creating a five 
year plan to reflect the potential changes on student numbers. Mr Rowantree asked if some of the 
work for this data analysis could be done with the help of students, to help them learn about data 
analysis. The Director of Learning and Teaching felt that this was an option.  
 
The Executive Team will come back to Board on how this analysis will be achieved.  
 
ACTION – Executive Team to report to Board on how a five year plan for the analysis of HE numbers 
will be carried out.  
 
Mr Rowantree also commented that the College should think about losing fixed cost assets, such as 
Ross House, to improve the overall position of the Finances.  
 

   
 
 

11 Estates Report 

  The Committee noted the Estates report.  
 
 The Director of Finance and Estates commented that hopefully the College would have the contract in 
place for the Burghfield project by 31st of March. Hopefully by that tie more clarity would be available 
for the Burghfield extension.  
 
No Additional Comments were made.  

   
 12  Fire Risk and Accident Report 
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  The Committee noted the report and the Director of Finance and Estates assured the Committee that 

fire tests at Dornoch had taken place, but due to absences had not been formally recorded. He also 
noted that the fire risk has been reduced greatly at the College thanks to Mr Finlayson and the Fire 
Consultant’s work.  
 
Mr Birnie questioned, in regards to the accident report, whether the College follows them up to try and 
learn how to improve. The Principal commented that this was done and Mr Birnie suggested that the 
Committee sees the learning outcomes rather than the list of accidents.  
 

   
 13 Carbon Management Update 
   

  The Director of Finance and Estates updated the Committee on the College’s Carbon Management. He 
informed the Committee that the College’s emissions were now down to under 800 tonnes, which is 
half of what they were in 2009. A Biomass boiler at the Dornoch Estate would help this further.  
 
The Director of Finance and Estates also informed the Committee that the drainage at Wick has not 
been good but has been fixed. Also, flood risk assessments are being carried out for Dale Farm and Tern 
House.  

   
 

 14 ERI Update 

   
  Professor Gibb requested a bit more clarity in Board papers regarding the ERI and how it is referred to. 

A distinction should be made between the ERI as a cost centre, and the ERI as a physical building 
whether at the College site or at Castle Street.  Professor Gibb updated the Committee on ERI pipeline 
highlighting the pending Nagasaki University collaboration and the Arctic region project in which 
funding is secured and work is underway. He drew the Committees attention to the One Watch 
Initiative project which is a global undertaking looking at how environmental quality relates to people’s 
health and the wildlife of an area. A particular opportunity has risen to partake in this locally and this 
is being taken forward as a priority for application to. In regards to Brexit, residual European funding 
chances are being taken and this will probably be the last chance to do so.  

   
   
 15 Director of Enterprise and Innovation report 

  The Principal took this report and noted to the Committee as far as ESIF is concerned the same level 
of credit funding for 18/19 has been achieved. Work with the Erasmus plus area is still going on to 
allow students and staff to work with European partners, which resulted in a Swedish students 
coming to the College and Vice Versa. The Principal commented that Foundation Apprenticeship 
contracted numbers have also increased. Finally he added the NDA will be approached to try and 
secure funding for the Dornoch project.  
 
Ms Palmer questioned whether the College will have any link to the Space Agency project in 
Sutherland. The Principal commented that NHC would be included through a UHI involvement on 
this.  

   
 16 FE Funding review 

 
The Director of Finance and Estates explained he wanted to highlight to the Board that according to 
the Financial Forecast data across the partnership, NHC is the most at risk. He also added that the 
funding per credit of NHC is not enough and the gap between it and other Colleges is too large, even 
Colleges with lower percentage of rural population. This seems unfair and he feels this is part of the 
reason why NHC is most at risk within the partnership. Mr Birnie asked if there was a solution to the 
situation and the Director of Finance and Estates added that in his view, remoteness has never been 
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enough for the partnership in a sense of receiving more funding and feels because of smaller class 
sizes rural Colleges should receive 2-3 times the amount of funding compared to the Central belt.  
 
The Principal added that being in the partnership meant that getting partnership approval for 
something that would benefit the College, comes at the cost of disadvantaging another College.  
 
 

 17 Terms of reference review 
  There were no recommendations to update the terms of this Committee.  

 
 18 Risk Register 
  The Principal highlighted the areas in the Risk Register that were being updated and outlined in the 

paper.  In regards to 5.1, Mr Rowantree asked what was being done to mitigate the loss of a key 
member of staff in Engineering. The Principal commented that in the past, filling Engineering vacancies 
at the College has been a challenge.  
 
Ms Herd added that she felt that the dissemination of the College’s values could be done better as she 
feels students are not fully aware of them. For example she feels they are not readily available for 
students as they are only in the strategic plan.  The Principal has presented these to students at events 
at the start of the year and The Director of Learning and Teaching felt that the risk here was that the 
College fails to in still these values rather than simply make sure staff and students are aware of them. 
Professor Gibb added that having these on the homepage of the website and a poster in the reception 
may be simple ways to raise awareness. The Values and Culture Committee will now try to work 
towards a way to disseminate these issues better.  This risk will stay at red for the time being.  
 
ACTION – Ms Herd will look into how to better promote the Values with the Culture and Values 
Group.  
 
 
AOCB 
Mr Birnie informed the Committee he would be attending the joined Chair of the F&GP Committees 
meeting in December.  
 
 
 

  Audit and Risk Management Business 
 19 Minutes of the Previous Meeting 

  The minutes of the previous meeting were proposed as an accurate record. 
    
 20 Audit Annual Report to the Board Draft 
  The Board Secretary informed the Committee that this was a draft but a final version will be 

submitted to the Audit Committee for approval by email, before the next Full Board Meeting. 
 22 Audit Action Plan 

 
The Director of Learning and Teaching took the Committee through the Action Plan highlighting the 
hand arm vibration issue which is still ongoing.  The Director of Finance and Estates felt that the 
Occupational Health Advisors would have been able to assist with what to do, however it is now 
known that the College must decide. Inverness College will be asked for advice on this and the 
Committee agreed to a revised completion date of 31st March 2019. 
 
It was also highlighted that work is ongoing in GDPR with a Data protection Assistant being appointed 
and a GDPR Policy has been developed. There are a number of issues in the Audit Action Plan 
regarding this and they will continue to be reviewed. The Director of Learning and Teaching will also 
make sure the new Data Protection Policy is submitted to the Committee for approval. The 
Committee made no further comments on the paper.  
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Action - The Director of Learning and Teaching will make sure the new Data Protection Policy is 
submitted to the Committee for approval. 
 
 

 23 FOI Summary report 
  The Board Secretary informed the Committee that 2 FOI requests were late as they went into the 

“junk” folder in his emails This will be closely monitored in the future.  
 24 Terms of Reference Review 
  There were no recommendations to update the terms of this Committee.  

 
 
There being no other business the meeting was closed at 13:10 
 

  Date of next Meeting: FGP : 6th March 2019 
                                         ARM : 27th February 2019 
 

    

   
 
 
 
Information recorded in College minutes are subject to release under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 
(FOI(S)A).  Certain exemptions apply: financial information relating to procurement items still under tender, legal 
advice from College lawyers, items related to national security.   
 
Notes taken to help record minutes are also subject to Freedom of Information requests, and should be destroyed as 
soon as minutes are approved. 
 
Status of Minutes Open   Closed   
 
An open item is one over which there would be no issues for the College in releasing the information to the public in 
response to a freedom of information request.   
 
A closed item is one that contains information that could be withheld from release to the public because an exemption 
under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 applies.   
 
The College may also be asked for information contained in minutes about living individuals, under the terms of the 
Data Protection Act 1988.  It is important that fact, rather than opinion, is recorded.   
 
Do the minutes contain items which may be contentious under the terms of the Data Protection Act 1988?  
Yes   No   
 

Signed by the Chair _______________________________________ 

 

Date ___________________________________________________ 


