


University of the Highlands and Islands
UHI Court Meeting
Wed 25 June 2025, 13:00 - 17:00
UHI House, Inverness and by Microsoft Teams

Members: Alastair MacColl (Chair), Vicki Nairn (Principal and Vice Chancellor), Fiona Mclean (Rector), Derek Lewis (Chair of UHI North, West, and Hebrides), Rosemary Allford (Chair of UHI Argyll), Paul Travill (Independent), Rosemary McCormack (Staff Governor), William Campbell (Student Governor), Alex Paterson (Independent), Jem Taylor (Trade Union Representative), Calum Ross (Independent), Malcom Burr (Independent), Scott Innes (Trade Union Representative), Audrey Decou (Staff Governor)
In attendance: Brian Williams (Deputy Principal), Lorna Walker (Chief Operating Officer and University Secretary), Michael Baxter (Chief Financial Officer), Richard Emborg (Vice Principal Student Recruitment), Roger Sendall (Deputy Secretary), Max Brown (Director of Transformation), Scott Rhynas (Director of Finance), Xander McDade (HISA), Stephen Sheridan (Director of Economic Development), Eilidh Kennedy Mclean (Observer), Holly Pearce (HISA), Nicholas Oakley (Clerk)
Apologies: Angus Campbell, Andrea Robertson, Heather Offord, Liz Stewart, Helen MacInnes, Allan Clow 
Minute Key: DECISION, Action

1. Preliminary Items
1.1. Welcome and apologies
The Chair opened the meeting and noted the apologies. 
1.2. Declarations of Interest
Dr Rosemary Allford: full time employee of Edinburgh Napier University.
William Campbell: Chair of HISA Board.
1.3. Notification of other business
An additional item of business on a recent judicial review (verbal) was requested and AGREED.
2. Minutes of Meetings
2.1. Approval of the minutes of 09 April 2025
The minutes of the previous meeting on 09 April 2025 were APPROVED as an accurate record. 
2.2. Matters arising
The matters arising were noted as completed or updated on the meeting agenda. 
2.3. Delegated decisions
None. 
2.3.1. Appointment of Consultants
Court HOMOLOGATED the appointment of KMPG as consultants on the operating model full business case. Members were advised that the value of the contract was within the designated budget and KPMG had been appointed between meetings.  
3. Principal and Vice Chancellor Update
Vicki Nairn, Principal and Vice Chancellor (PVC), provided an update to Court on activities and developments since the last meeting. 
A substantive update on the operating model work would follow later on the agenda but the PVC reported that the work was generally on track. There continued to be some issues in releasing time of senior executives. SET and the transformation team, as well as the Transition Oversight Board, continued to encourage colleagues across UHI to be bold and ambitious, especially on the transformation pathfinder projects. 
A full update on the UHI Executive Office (EO) budget would also follow on the agenda, but the PVC reaffirmed her commitment to achieving a breakeven budget by the end of 2026/27 as requested by UHI Court, however this was likely to necessitate challenging decisions. These would be discussed in detail under the budget item later in the meeting. Updates on asset sales and student residences would also be provided, as well as an update on the cash reserves position. 
Fallout from the University of Dundee (UoD) financial crisis continued to dominate headlines and sector focus. The Gillies report on UoD had been issued to Court members and Academic Partner Chairs and the PVC welcomed any offline discussion or feedback. 
On the UoD matter, the Chair advised members that he had discussed with Allan Clow, Chair of UHI Audit Committee, the convening of a special meeting of Audit Committee, to review the Gillies Report and make any recommendations or learning points available to the next Court meeting. Court members who wished to attend would also be welcome. Court APPROVED this proposal.
Action: Convene special meeting of Audit Committee to review and recommendations arising from the Gillies Report on the University of Dundee. 
Court NOTED the Principal and Vice Chancellor’s update. 
4. HISA Report
William Campbell, HISA President, gave a report on the student association’s activities since the last meeting. He highlighted the significant increase in student voice representatives, as well as a new student learner experience model that focused on improving feedback mechanisms. Student mental health had also been prioritised, through the revision of the student mental health agreement. On HISA awards and student blues, he reported that HISA would be managing these events from 2025/26, and that 2024/25 had seen a 62% increase in nominations. 
HISA continued to work to increase engagement with elections and to improve turnout, as well as engagement work – the latter focus had seen student societies doubling over the last two years. Plans for more work on Gaelic and volunteering were also in progress. 
The Chair and members of Court recorded their appreciation and thanks to William Campbell for his service over his two-year term and particularly the professional, positive, and solution-focused approach that he had taken in representing and advocating for students at UHI, and wished him well in his future studies. 
5. Presentation: Economic Development
Stephen Sheridan, Director of Economic Development and Advancement, gave a presentation on economic development at UHI, highlighting progress to date, opportunities, and projects underway. Emerging opportunities around income generation were presented, as well as regional opportunities for partnerships with enterprise agencies and local authorities. Priority areas included identifying industrial collaboration opportunities and improvements in market intelligence to inform the curriculum planning process. 
Members were advised that one transformation pathfinder project was focused on income generation. This envisioned a unified cross-partnership approach to external engagement with a “single door” into UHI for major economic opportunities. 
Members welcomed the improved approach to economic development opportunities and noted that it was crucial to move swiftly to produce a compelling offer to the market place, with a number of high profile and time critical opportunities already live and requiring UHI’s active participation and engagement. It was also crucial to not just focus on what UHI can offer but to adapt to what the region and learners required through a demand-led approach, and for UHI to become trusted, reliable delivery partners across the region.
Court NOTED the economic development update and REQUESTED a further update on progress. 
Action: Update on economic development activities, plan, and prospectus at a future Court meeting.
6. Strategic Items for discussion
6.1. 2025/26 UHI Executive Office Budget
[Scott Rhynas and Max Brown joined the meeting]
Vicki Nairn, Principal and Vice Chancellor (PVC), and Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer (CFO), introduced the 2025/26 UHI Executive Office (EO) budget, seeking members’ approval. They highlighted the following key points from the committee paper: 
1. To deliver Court’s medium-term financial strategy by the end of 2026/27, further savings of up to £3.4m annualised (and recurring) would be required over the next two years.
2. In developing the financial recovery plan, the senior executive team (SET) had adopted an analytical approach to determine both savings and growth targets, evaluating relevant historical trends, assessing market and sector conditions, and operational (including partnership) circumstances. In order for UHI Court to make a fully informed decision on the 2025/26 budget, three budget models had been developed and were presented. These were described as best case, most likely case, and worst case. 
3. SET recommended the “most likely” budget case to Court for approval. 
4. A number of assumptions had been made on the recommended budget proposal, particularly around student numbers growth, SFC funding of student numbers, staff costs and pay inflation, contract costs, student residences utilisation, and asset sales. Other factors included spend to save investment in student recruitment activity, organisational and operational savings proposals, and in-year service changes. These were described in full in the attached committee paper, but the CFO provided a detailed overview of these variables and a sensitivity analysis for each element. Specifically: 
a. Student numbers and growth: SFC-fundable student numbers were forecast to grow by 11.4% over the next 5 years (+3.1% in 2025/26) through a combination of significant growth in graduate apprenticeships, and modest growth (+6.0%) in core FTEs. Assumed no further uplift in the unit of resource after the 3.3% confirmed for 2025/26, until 2027/28 and 2028/29. 
b. [Redacted] 
c. [Redacted]
d. Student Residences: Good progress had been made on accommodation debt, especially compared to previous years. Work continued on commercial lets at Inverness and Elgin. One key divergence in the budget since it had been presented to FGPC as draft was that the prospective tenant advised for Elgin had withdrawn. Alternative arrangements were being explored. 
e. [Redacted]
5. [Redacted] 
Members welcomed the detail overview and clarity of the budget proposal. Members then had a wide-ranging discussion on the UHI budget and the proposals outlined in the committee paper. The following key points were noted: 
[Redacted] 
SET agreed that the timing of the budget was difficult but the organisation needed to act in order to achieve financial sustainability. [Redacted]
Members also REQUESTED that an impact assessment be undertaken to understand the impact of the budget on students. 
Action: Conduct impact assessment arising from the 2025/26 budget on student experience. 
[Redacted]
Members highlighted the difficulties in utilising the LSIC building due to grant funding constraints. It was noted that UHI had experienced difficulties with burdensome obligations on several projects, residences, and assets, and that a lessons learned exercise ought to be carried out by FGPC to ensure that the full-term obligations for future projects, investments and funding opportunities were better understood prior to approval. 
Action: FGPC to conduct lessons learned review of full-term obligations of Growth Deal  projects and investments.
The Chair reported that he had also discussed the budget paper and proposals with the independent members who had given apologies for the meeting, and that they all supported the approval of the recommended budget as outlined in the committee paper. 
Following these discussions, Court:
1. NOTED the 5-year budget forecast and the three financial models presented. 
2. APPROVED the proposed 2025/26 budget recommended in the committee paper as well as the actions proposed to achieve cash financial balance by the end of 2025-26 and operating balance by the end of 2026-27. 
3. GRANTED delegated authority to the Principal and Vice Chancellor and Senior Executive Team to deliver the budget as outlined in the paper, including any discussions required with the SFC for additional funding [Redacted]. 
4. REQUESTED that regular updates be provided to Remuneration Committee, Finance and General Purposes Committee, and at every UHI Court meeting a report on progress against the budget. 
5. NOTED the anticipated operational risks and people impacts of the actions necessary to deliver the budget, and also noting that consultation with staff and trade unions would commence immediately following Court’s approval of the budget.
6.2. Operating Model Update
Max Brown, Director of Transformation, provided an update on the operating model since the last meeting. Pathfinder projects were being developed following the 21 May workshop. Project briefs were being developed into fully scoped projects, anticipated by September. The transformation team were balancing resourcing the full business case (FBC) work with development of these pathfinder projects, noting that there was no additional resource/ funding for pathfinder projects. 
SFC were aware and recognised UHI’s limited internal capacity, and had emphasised the need for a robust, green book compliant FBC. However, SFC were also interested in business as usual activities to improve financial sustainability, as well as the pathfinder projects. Court members noted that the pathfinder projects were integral to the FBC work and in driving what UHI would look like and how it will operate post-transformation; it was therefore imperative to resource and push forward with these projects following on from the 21 May workshop. 
Members noted the importance for getting as much value as possible from external consultants, for instance, KPMG whilst working on the FBC could also add value in helping to define a sustainable financial model as well as developing a routemap for delivery. 
Members were advised that Transition Oversight Board would be meeting in mid-July, and thereafter a first report on the FBC was expected for September 2025 alongside detailed pathfinder project implementation plans. Chairs were asked to ensure that principals and executive teams across the partnership were focused and committing necessary resources toward operating model work wherever required. 
Court NOTED the operating model update. 
6.3. Performance Measures Report
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, provided members with an update and overview of the performance measures report. This had seen a significant amount of development and refinement since the last meeting, with strategic measures updated and “RAG” ratings applied. There remained an outstanding piece of work on the creation of a dashboard format report, with 10-12 key measures to be selected and reported to Court. Members were advised that some measures were only reported annually and the report needed to recognise the business cycle and when updates would be made during the academic year. Partnership Council were also involved in discussions on KPIs and how these would be used. 
Action: Members REQUESTED that a performance measures dashboard be provided from 01 August 2025 onwards for reporting at future Court meetings. 
Members then discussed some of the KPIs and the following points were noted:
1. Members queried why, for the proportion of higher education entrants graduating from UHI FE courses (measure #1.2.3), the data was listed as not currently measured. Members were advised that all gaps in the data were being investigated with academic partner colleagues. 
2. Members noted the gap between the Scottish average and UHI performance on the full-time degree students in professional occupations (measure #1.3.3); 80% and 51% respectively. Members queried the reason for this disparity, and also whether the wording of the KPI be reviewed to reflect the unique employment market and geographical disparateness of the UHI region. 
Action: SET to investigate disparity on measure 1.3.3, as well as review the wording/ definition of ‘professional occupations’, and report back at the next meeting. 
Court NOTED the performance measures report and associated actions. 
6.4. Student Growth
Lorna Walker, Chief Operating Officer and University Secretary (COOS), provided an update on student growth and recruitment activities. 
There were early signs of a positive upturn in applications. ‘Active’ applications were 18% up on the same time the previous year, evidencing the positive impact of marketing and recruitment activity across the partnership. Particularly strong increases in International Post-Graduate (+300%), other controlled subjects (+113%), Nursing (+50%), Rest of UK (+45%), and PGDE (+20%) were reported. Over 170 more (+5%) funded UG applicants than the same time last year.
Efforts were ongoing across the partnership on conversion activities, facilitated by better standardisation of entry requirements. Marketing and recruitment activities to existing students for internal progression and improved retention levels had also been a priority in the period. 
Court noted the report on student growth as providing a clear and data-driven approach that was greatly appreciated by the members; Court and COOS thanked Matt Tyrer and his team for their efforts and improvements made as well as the positive indications in application growth. 
Court NOTED the student growth update. 
7. Items for noting/ approval
7.1. AP Financial Sustainability Update
Scott Rhynas, Director of Finance, reported on the AP Financial Sustainability update. 
1. SFC had reaffirmed their position on 2023/24 clawback. Confirmation was still awaited of the final recovery figure. Provision of £4.2m was in place and held in restricted reserves. 
2. Total additional funding support received by the UHI partnership from the SFC, in the form of either loans or grant advance, was £11.3m at the end of May 2025. 
3. Academic partners have been requested to provide draft FFR returns to the RSB by 23 June in order that these can be reviewed prior to submission to SFC by 30 June. A consolidated report based on the FFR returns will be reported to Court.
4. SFC have now advised of changes to the basis of FE teaching grant allocations in 2025-26 and discussions have taken place with UHI Finance Directors. Proposals on an updated approach are being finalised for discussion and agreement by Partnership Council.
Court NOTED the AP Financial Sustainability update
7.2. Review of FGPC/ Audit ToRs
Court APPROVED the revised FGPC and Audit terms of reference, subject to the correction of a typographical error. 
7.3. RSB Assigned Colleges - Proposed Effectiveness Review 2025
Court NOTED the proposed effectiveness review of RSB Assigned Colleges. 
7.4. Appointment Independent Incorporated College Board Members
Court HOMOLOGATED the appointment of independent board members to the academic partner Boards of Management as outlined in the attached committee paper.  
7.5. 2025/26 HISA Block Grant
Court APPROVED the 2025/26 HISA Block Grant. 
7.6. Risk Register
Court NOTED the risk register.
7.7. Corporate Calendar/Meeting Schedule
Court NOTED the 2025/26 corporate calendar. The Chair advised that a change was in discussion to extend the scheduled meeting on the 10 November to an all-day session, and remove the 21 November Court conference. Court would be updated closer to the time. 
8. Minutes from Committees of Court
8.1. F&GP Committee: 19/05/2025
Court NOTED the minutes of the Finance and General Purposes Committee. 
8.2. Audit Committee: 20/05/2025
 Court NOTED the minutes of the Audit Committee. 
8.3. Foundation: 28/05/2025
 Court NOTED the minutes of Foundation.
8.4. Partnership Forum: 15/05/2025
 Court NOTED the minutes of Partnership Forum.
8.5. Nominations Committee: 13/05/2025
Court NOTED the minutes of the Nominations Committee. 
9. Any Other Business
[William Campbell declared an interest in this item]
[Redacted] 
[Xander and Scott left the meeting.]
10. Reserved Business
[Redacted]
11. Close of meeting
The Chair, on behalf of Court, thanked William for his contribution to UHI and representation as HISA President and wished him all the best for the future. 

Approved on: 10 September 2025
Published on: 12 November 2025
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