


University of the Highlands and Islands
UHI Court Meeting [Hybrid]
Wed 17 December 2025, 13:00-17:00
Online via MS Teams and LSIC, Inverness
Quorum: 7 members (4 independent)  

Members Present:
Alastair MacColl – Chair of Court (Chair)
Andrea Robertson - Vice-Chair of Court and senior independent member
Alex Paterson – Independent
Allan Clow – Independent
Angus Campbell - Further Education Regional Lead
Dr Audrey Decou - Staff Governor
Calum Ross – Independent
Derek Lewis - Chair of UHI North, West, and Hebrides
Dr Fiona McLean – Rector
Holly Pearce - Student Governor
Jem Taylor – Trade Union Representative (UCU) 
Liz Stewart – Independent
Paul Travill – Independent 
Rosemary McCormack - Staff Governor
Scott Innes - Trade Union Representative (EIS-FELA) 
Vicki Nairn - Principal & Vice Chancellor, UHI
Xander McDade - Student Governor

Apologies: 
Heather Offord, Helen MacInnes, Malcolm Burr

Attendees:
Prof Brian Williams - Deputy Principal, UHI
Lorna Walker – Chief Operating Officer and University Secretary, UHI
Max Brown – Director of Transformation, UHI
Mike Baxter – Chief Financial Officer, UHI
Nicholas Oakley – Governance Manager, UHI (Clerk)
Richard Emborg – Vice Principal Student Recruitment and Growth, UHI
Roger Sendall – Deputy University Secretary, UHI
Scott Rhynas – Director of Finance, UHI

Minute Key: DECISION, Action

1. Preliminary Items
1.1. Welcome and apologies
The Chair, Alastair MacColl, opened the meeting. He advised that the running order of the agenda would be amended, with discussion on some items to be deferred until the February meeting, to allow adequate focus on the accounts and the full business case.
The Chair apologised for the length of the papers arising from the full business case as well as annual accounts; and confirmed that efforts would continue to ensure meeting papers were as concise as possible in future. 
An additional meeting in February 2026 was also planned.
Apologies were received from Heather Offord, Helen MacInnes, and Malcolm Burr.
1.2. Declarations of Interest
Jem Taylor and Scott Innes declared an interest in one reserved item on industrial relations and agreed to leave the meeting for this item. 
1.3. Notification of other business
No other business notified. 
2. Minutes of Meetings
2.1. Approval of the minutes
2.1.1. Minutes of 12 November 2025 meeting
APPROVED as an accurate record.
2.2. Matters arising
The Chair noted that the matters arising were dealt with on the agenda. He reported that the economic development items would be considered in full at the next meeting. 
2.2.1. Further Education Regional Lead 
Andrea Robertson, Vice-Chair and Nominations Committee Chair, reported that Paul Travill had been considered by the Nominations Committee for the FE Regional Lead role, recognising his expertise and experience in education. The Committee recommended that he be appointed to the role, initially for one year, in light of the ongoing transformation, with the possibility of further refinement of the role. The recommendation was APPROVED and Paul Travil was duly appointed as the FE Regional Lead for an initial period of one year. 
2.3. Delegated decisions
None.
3. Principal and Vice Chancellor Update
Vicki Nairn, Principal and Vice Chancellor, highlighted key points from the PVC update paper. Student recruitment exceeded the budget target, and a fuller update would be provided later in the agenda. A new strategy for recruitment, as well as infrastructure development, was also in development and Court would be advised in due course. 
UHI EO’s budget position was noted: the financial recovery plan remained on track, with significant work undertaken to achieve a stronger cash position. The Chief Financial Officer would provide a detailed update later in the meeting. The PVC reported that EO had successfully secured the SFC loan discussed at previous meetings, placing EO in a stronger and more sustainable position ahead of transformation.
Most senior activity continued to focus on the operating model and the full business case, which were being delivered on time and to budget as agreed. Thanks to the Transformation team for their hard work was recorded.
All AP Boards of Management had met to discuss the transformation project, and all AP staff briefings had been delivered. The UHI Inverness staff meeting was noted as challenging, and the senior team would continue to reflect upon feedback garnered throughout the process to inform and shape both the content and key messages of the briefings in anticipation of public consultations. Scheduled meetings with AP Boards of Management in January 2026 would also include presentation of the full business case (in draft form) for discussion.
In relation to research, no appointment had been made for the Dean of Research and Innovation, and the position and vacancy was being reconsidered.
Regarding UHI Perth and the Section 22 audit, the Scottish Parliament Public Audit Committee (PAC) had met twice on this matter, including on 03 December, with the former UHI Perth Chair, Principal, and Finance Director in attendance to give evidence to the committee. Preparations were underway for a third meeting on 07 January 2026 involving UHI and SFC as well as the current leadership team of UHI Perth. The importance of good governance and financial management was reinforced and UHI representatives would make submissions to PAC to amend, correct, and update the evidence previously supplied to that committee.
Thanks were extended to all senior team members and colleagues for their achievements throughout the year.
Court NOTED the PVC update.
4. HISA Report
Xander McDade, HISA President, provided an update on HISA activities. He noted that sensitive information was included in his update and requested that members respect the confidentiality of these discussions.
The CEO appointment process was in its final stages, with a preferred candidate identified. A higher-than-anticipated number of high-quality applicants had been received, and recruitment had involved both AP and EO stakeholders. The appointment was expected to be announced in the New Year.
The Trustee Board had approved an officer restructure, arising as a result of the three-year freeze of the block grant. HISA had taken difficult decisions to ensure sustainability within budget, including a 25% reduction in officer headcount. Most APs would have only one or two officers. The local officer role at HTC would be removed; HTC would remain part of HISA but without an elected officer, with student representatives taking on responsibilities. 
[Redacted] 
HISA was also moving to SCIO status to simplify regulatory burdens and further reduce costs.
A referendum on NUS membership was also planned; leaving NUS would reduce costs by approximately £20,000. The HISA president reported this as an example of the measures taken to reduce expenditure and return HISA to fiscal sustainability.
Significant changes in HISA’s capacity to deliver services were anticipated as a result of these measures, which were required to ensure financial sustainability. In response to questions on impact, it was noted that HISA would not be able to attend as many committee meetings and might struggle to fill the second student board member position on AP Boards of Management. A likely reduction in on-campus activities, such as events, was expected, with greater focus on high-value and high-impact items. Prioritisation would be on representation and advocacy, with possible removal or reduction of support for events and societies. [Redacted] 
One member raised the issue of communications around these changes, asking how expectations would be managed with AP staff and current students. [Redacted] A localised communications plan would be developed, however HISA was not yet in a position to communicate details.
Court NOTED the HISA update.
5a. UHI EO 2025-26 Budget Update and Student Recruitment Update
[Moved from item 8.1 and 8.2]
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, presented the 2025/26 EO Budget and financial recovery plan update. It was noted that SFC had agreed funding of £3 million, with a further £1 million subject to approval by the Scottish Government and ongoing discussions, which was warmly welcomed by all members. A meeting with SFC was scheduled for early in the New Year to confirm drawdown arrangements and associated conditions.
The report demonstrated achievement of recovery targets. The fall-through of the Elgin student residences sale, whilst disappointing, would not affect the current year’s cash position. The planned deficit was £0.5 million better than forecast at the start of the year. The overall cash position was now strong, given SFC loan approval, with liquidity exceeding the 60-day target. 
Student recruitment numbers were exceeding the 2.4% growth assumption, which would support delivery of the unallocated savings target for 2025/26. It was confirmed that UHI would likely remain within the 2% tolerance for SFC-funded places, avoiding clawback, and was close to achieving this either this year or next. Projections were being updated and the Financial Recovery Plan refreshed accordingly. 
The 2025/26 Business Plan had been reviewed and would roll forward from the 2024/25 plan, with work commencing in January on the 2026/27 plan aligned to the budget and harmonised across the partnership. Court APPROVED the rolling forward of the 2024/25 business plan and NOTED the plan to align the 2026/27 plan with the budget.
Xander McDade, HISA President, welcomed the positive direction and noted that this reflected EO actions taken to address financial sustainability. He emphasised that some APs now also required attention, urging APs running deficits to take further action before the end of the three-year period, citing UHI Perth and EO as examples of the need for timely intervention. The Chair noted these points and advised that this would be discussed under transformation. The CFO reported that review meetings with all AP finance teams were planned for early 2026 to scrutinise and test budget plans for the next year. It was also noted that the SG budget would be later than usual, but would allow conversations on 2026/27 funding scenarios to begin.
On a query on the SFC loan conditions, the CFO advised that details were to be negotiated but that repayment of the £4 million was over ten years, with an interest rate to be confirmed, but likely below commercial rates. The ten-year repayment had also been factored into the recovery plan.
Richard Emborg, Vice Principal for Student Recruitment and Growth, reported that student numbers were contributing positively to reducing the unallocated savings target, reflecting significant effort across the partnership. 
In Further Education (FE), growth was constrained by credit allocation, but work was underway to manage costs. Updates to the FE demand database were in progress, and Court would receive a report in February 2026 on unmet demand.
For Higher Education (HE), overall enrolments were positive year-on-year. Retention remained a priority, with work underway to ensure consistency across the partnership. UHI visibility in the market had strengthened; as an example, SAMS had reported its highest-ever attendance at a recent open day. For 2026 entry, early UCAS figures were significantly outpacing growth across competitors and the sector, albeit from a smaller baseline. January 2026 uptake was up by 26% compared to last year, with work ongoing to convert applications into enrolments. The overall HE trajectory was positive and Richard Emborg commended the work across the partnership in achieving these results.
Court NOTED the UHI EO budget and FRP, as well as student recruitment, update.
5. Annual Report and Accounts
[Moved from item 6]
Allan Clow, Chair of Audit Committee, reported that the Audit Committee had reviewed all accounts-related papers and was in agreement with the going concern and consolidation assumptions. The Audit Committee was pleased to note a clean audit opinion and the cleansing of AP property loans. Auditors had expressed satisfaction with the audit process. It was noted that an emphasis of matter remained, primarily reflecting the sector-wide position on going concern; however, based on positive progress over the next 12 months, this may be removed in the following year. The Audit Committee therefore recommended approval for the 2024/25 annual report and accounts to Court.
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, addressed the going concern position, confirming that this had been revisited as a key issue subject to review and emerging risks. The strength of the Financial Recovery Plan had reinforced the going concern assessment, with financial planning now reflected a longer-term view beyond an annual budget, incorporating medium- and long-term planning. External auditors and the Audit Committee had assessed and endorsed this position.
FGPC discussions on consolidation were noted, including the discussion highlighted under the draft minutes [item 9.1]. The current position was for the accounts to remain non-consolidated, although this would remain under review. It was acknowledged that certain issues and risks required consideration and planning before consolidation, as highlighted by both internal and external auditors.
The Annual Report and Accounts were presented for members, and Court noted the significant work undertaken by the Director of Finance and team, including early engagement with external auditors. The covering report set out key issues, including property revaluation, which placed the University in a stronger position. The valuation of subsidiary companies and intergroup loans had been addressed, with MPI Elgin and MPI Dornoch now aligned; while this impacted the University’s position, it was neutral for the UHI Group position overall.
Developments in the cash position were highlighted in light of SFC loan approval, with £12.9 million in cash reserves, £4 million of which were unrestricted. This would be bolstered by the additional SFC loan, further strengthening liquidity.
The Chair and Court welcomed the Annual Report and Accounts, commended the presentation, content, and processes, and expressed thanks to members of the team for their work. Court duly APPROVED the 2024/2025 Annual Report and Accounts as presented.
5.1. 2024/2025 Annual Report and Accounts (Accounts and financial statements) and going concern
APPROVED as presented.
5.2. Letters of Comfort and Letter of Representation
APPROVED as presented.
5.3. Annual Audit Committee Assurance and statement of internal control
NOTED as presented.
5.4. Subsidiary Statutory Accounts
5.4.1. MPI Dornoch
APPROVED as presented.
5.4.2. MPI Elgin
APPROVED as presented.
5.4.3. UHIRE Ltd
APPROVED as presented.
6. Operating Model: Full Business Case (FBC)
[Moved from item 5]
Max Brown, Director of Transformation, reported on the operating model full business case. It was noted that engagement with AP Boards of Management would take place in January 2026, providing an opportunity for all stakeholders to engage with and further shape the FBC. The Transformation Oversight Board (TOB) had considered the FBC this week, and feedback from TOB and AP BoMs would be shared with Court members.
Max Brown confirmed that the document remained in draft form and required further textual amendments before wider stakeholder circulation. TOB had recognised that further work was needed, including preparation of a concise précis and a more explicit covering paper for stakeholder use, alongside the Green Book‑compliant material. A meeting of the Transformation Executive Board (TEB) was scheduled for tomorrow (18 December).
During this item, Court discussed an interim report on the effectiveness of the UHI NWH merger from Derek Lewis, UHI NWH Chair. It was reported that integration was not yet complete two years after vesting, with significant work still required to create an integrated culture and processes. While notable benefits had already been realised, the report highlighted that there were important lessons for the wider UHI transformation programme.
Court discussed the challenges associated with change of this scale and observed that prolonged uncertainty could lead to declining motivation, fatigue, and staff turnover. It was noted that the UHI NWH merger had taken eighteen months from Outline Business Case to vesting, whereas the UHI transformation was planned over four years. Members were cautioned that without detailed planning, earlier delivery dates could be compromised and warned of the risk of losing focus on business-as-usual activity during the pre-transformation phase.
Court heard that consultation must be genuine, with visible changes resulting from feedback. It was noted that positive developments during consultation could be undermined if the process became inward-focused and lost sight of the long-term vision. The report highlighted that insufficient investment in cultural change had left UHI NWH struggling to embed a common culture, and members agreed that UHI should plan cultural change investment more effectively. The report advised maintaining close attention to staff views throughout the process and balancing communications to provide the right amount of information without overload, anchored in a clear vision of direction.
The Committee NOTED the interim report and agreed that lessons identified would inform planning for the wider transformation programme.
The Chair invited members to give their detailed feedback.
Members acknowledged the significant work undertaken and welcomed progress to date. The following thematic points were raised:
i. Strategic Narrative and Regional Impact
Members emphasised the need to strengthen the public sector reform narrative, align it with Scottish Government priorities, and restate the University’s importance to the region’s economy and culture. It was noted that the transformation represented the region’s largest project and underpinned its future. The case should articulate UHI’s distinctiveness as a tertiary institution and its strategic advantage in enabling local study opportunities.
ii. Financial Case and Delivery Timescale
a. Concerns were expressed that the financial case did not appear compelling as currently presented, citing the scale of investment, delayed break-even point, and the impact of optimism bias and contingency planning. Members queried whether transformation could be delivered faster, achieve break-even sooner, and reduce costs without compromising outcomes. It was noted that a 40% optimism bias was standard under Green Book expectations and that recurring savings of £12 million per annum were projected by Year 10. Members stressed the importance of presenting one-off costs and contingency with clarity to avoid perceptions of excessive risk.
b. The timescale for completion was highlighted as a significant concern, with warnings that four years of uncertainty could lead to staff turnover, fatigue, and loss of focus on business-as-usual activity. Earlier integration was recommended to deliver savings more quickly and strengthen the financial case.
iii. Benefits and Key Success Factors (KSFs)
Members welcomed the articulation of benefits and KSFs but recommended including a summary explicitly linking KSFs to benefits and demonstrating how delivery would be assured. It was noted that benefits relating to curriculum change and academic areas were underdeveloped and required strengthening. Members advised that the case should clearly demonstrate improvements to student experience and opportunities, as well as wider societal and economic impacts.
iv. Stakeholder Engagement and Communication
a. Members stressed the importance of securing student and staff buy-in whilst managing expectations. It was noted that staff required clarity on practical implications, including organisational structures, management arrangements, and daily working practices. Recommendations included the use of visual representations (e.g., organograms) and tailored communications, such as short videos for different audiences.
b. Members agreed that consultation must be genuine, with visible changes resulting from feedback, and cautioned against an inward-focused process that could undermine confidence. Cultural change investment was identified as critical to success.
c. It was noted that AP Boards of Management meetings in January would not be decision points but opportunities for feedback. The Chair undertook to engage with Board Chairs to reinforce that business as usual was not an option. Members considered whether the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) could assist in setting expectations and expressed their wish that SFC attend these meetings.
v. Risk and Contingency Planning
Members highlighted risks associated with non-participating partners and recommended that these be formally acknowledged as out of scope, with clear explanation of operational implications. Concerns were raised regarding potential breakdown in consensus if any AP chose not to proceed; a workshop involving Chairs, Court members and SET was proposed as an opportunity to review assumptions. 
vi. Vision and Narrative
Members advised that the Green Book framework, while essential, did not make for a compelling read and should be enhanced with case studies, contextual examples, and data illustrating UHI’s impact. Suggestions included creating a parallel document to anchor the vision and benefits for wider dissemination, unconstrained by Green Book requirements.
vii. Cost of No Change
Members queried whether the cost of doing nothing had been fully accounted for, noting that business-as-usual carried additional costs such as renewals and procurement.
Max Brown confirmed that the covering letter to go alongside the FBC to AP BoM would make it clear that the January 2026 BoM meetings were not decision points, but an opportunity to feedback and shape the full business case, which remained a draft and in development. 
Court NOTED the full business case draft, the next steps proposed, and the Chair thanked members for their feedback which would be recorded and incorporated alongside other stakeholder feedback.
[Scott Rhynas and Max Brown left the meeting]
7. Court Effectiveness
Court received a report from Roger Sendall, Deputy Secretary, on its effectiveness and noted that the annual survey, agreed by the Nominations Committee, had been completed for Court, with a separate survey undertaken for Academic Council. Members were thanked for their participation. It was noted that an externally facilitated governance effectiveness review was scheduled for December 2027; the current exercise was an interim internal review intended to identify areas of focus and add value through continual improvement.
The Deputy Secretary observed that the survey results for University Court were strong and supportive of current arrangements, whilst also identifying opportunities for improvement in areas such as monitoring of key performance indicators, increased visibility of corporate social responsibility and educational trends, and the provision of financial literacy training for all Court members. 
The Academic Council results were less positive, and Court agreed that it was important for Academic Council to reflect on these findings and make recommendations for improvement. It was noted that an early review of Academic Council’s role and governance realities would be beneficial, given that much of its work was delegated to subcommittees and that the size of agendas presented challenges. 
Court heard that Academic Council had discussed its remit and terms of reference of and noted that its primary mode of operation was through this delegated authority to subcommittees, with an oversight function across a large number of subordinate bodies. Members cautioned against locating strategic development within Academic Council, as this could undermine subcommittees and elongate decision-making processes. Effective oversight and liaison with Court and Partnership Council were considered essential, and this would be explored further.
Court members also considered the effectiveness of Court’s subcommittees and noted that while this was assessed as part of externally facilitated reviews, it had not been included in the current exercise. The Nominations Committee had decided not to undertake this review at this time, although Court members were asked broadly about subcommittees. It was confirmed that such reviews could be scheduled at any time and were planned before the next externally facilitated review in December 2027.
Members noted that the nature of Court would change significantly during the transformation programme and that demands on Court would increase and the role of Court may evolve. It was agreed that consideration should be given to how Court would need to adapt to ensure it continued to play an effective role throughout this period.
Court NOTED the report and agreed that actions would be developed to address the areas identified for improvement, including proposals for Academic Council to update on its response to the survey findings.
8. Items for noting/ approval
8.1. AP Financial Sustainability Update
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, presented an update on Academic Partner (AP) financial sustainability. Once student numbers were confirmed and Q1 reporting through Boards of Management was complete, he reported that a clearer position would emerge of the UHI partnership’s outlook. Members heard that the mid-year reforecast, scheduled for the next but one meeting, would provide an opportunity to assess progress and management of AP budgets and recovery plans.
Court discussed the need for greater clarity on the transformation programme, integration, and timing of decisions, noting that these must be taken collaboratively. It was highlighted that some APs were in receipt of cash advances and that financial planning should not focus solely on achieving break-even but also take account of these advances. Members agreed that the best time to consider this would be during the mid-year reforecast for 2025/26, alongside planning for 2026/27, and stressed the importance of initiating this process earlier and aligning it with the annual business plan.
Specialist partners funded through the University, [Redacted] were discussed, and Court acknowledged that it would need to take a position on any further advance of grant or loans. It was emphasised that these partners were responsible for addressing their own financial position and that any decisions on the use of restricted reserves to support them must come to Court.
During the discussion, Court considered the implications of writing off debts and whether this would damage the full business case discussed earlier in the meeting agenda. Court noted that the Full Business Case included a presumption that outstanding debts would be paid off as part of the process. Members acknowledged that deficits were projected and that SFC would need to consider funding options, which would form part of ongoing negotiations with partners and stakeholder. 
[Redacted] 
Court NOTED the update and agreed that further consideration would be given to AP sustainability, recovery planning, and the implications for the transformation programme at the next scheduled meeting.
8.2. UHI EO 2025-26 Budget Update
[Item discussed earlier in agenda]
8.3. Student recruitment
[Item discussed earlier in agenda]
8.4. University Risk Register and Risk Appetite Statement
Court considered the University Risk Register and the Risk Appetite Statement. Court AGREED that changes to the Highlands and Islands Student Association (HISA) should be incorporated and noted that there was already a common risk relating to student experience and reputation, which should be amended accordingly.
Court APPROVED the University Risk Register and the Risk Appetite Statement, subject to the agreed amendments.
8.5. Red Button Annual Report
Noted without discussion.
8.6. Business and Strategic planning update
Noted without discussion. 
8.7. Performance report
Court received the performance report and noted that metrics relating to student recruitment had been updated where required. It was confirmed that the performance dashboard was available for Court members to access.
Court NOTED the report.
8.8. Income Development/ EDA
Noted without discussion.
9. Minutes from Committees of Court
9.1. F&GP Committee: 01/12/2025
[Redacted] 
Court NOTED the minutes of the meeting.
9.2. Audit Committee: 04/12/2025
Court NOTED the minutes of the meeting.
9.3. Partnership Forum
9.3.1. Meeting of 14 November 2025
Court NOTED the minutes of the meeting.
9.3.2. Meeting of 09 December 2025
Court NOTED the minutes of the meeting.
9.4. Foundation & Public Meeting: 26/11/2025
Court NOTED the minutes of the meeting.
9.5. Nominations Committee: 09/12/2025
Court NOTED the minutes of the meeting.
10. Any Other Business
[Redacted] 
11. Reserved Business
[Scott Innes and Jem Taylor left the meeting due to a declared conflict of interest in the following item.] 
11.1. Industrial relations update
Court received a reserved update on industrial relations. It was reported that the approach taken to resolve the dispute with UCU had been successful, and the dispute was resolved as of the previous day. Court noted that industrial action had ended and formal notification had been issued. Whilst not all UCU demands were met, agreement was reached on a period of up to one year with no compulsory redundancies, subject to any unforeseen financial changes.
Court also received an update on correspondence from EIS-FELA regarding the transformation programme. The correspondence expressed concerns about the level of engagement and union involvement in transformation activity and cited relevant legislation. The letter had been circulated to AP Chairs and principals. It was noted that the Partnership Forum had agreed to issue a single consolidated response; however, feedback from two partners indicated that a single response might not be appropriate, and this would be reviewed at the Transformation Executive Board meeting scheduled for the following day. Court noted that a consolidated response remained necessary and that discussions would continue.
Court was advised that one partner had undertaken a staff survey following recent staff briefings on confidence in the transformation programme. It was further noted that EIS had circulated its letter to all board members of another partner, highlighting issues around transformation and the need for sensitivity in communications. Court also noted that unions had written to the Public Audit Committee regarding concerns about UHI Perth and UHI as the Regional Strategic Body, including criticism of perceived inaction and intervention. This correspondence was publicly available on the parliamentary website. Court agreed that these matters required careful monitoring and management.
Court NOTED the update and endorsed the actions proposed to maintain constructive engagement with unions and address concerns raised.
12. Close of meeting
The Chair and members thanked Angus Campbell for his contributions and expertise as member of Court, Further Education Regional Lead, and Chair of Finance and General Purposes Committee, and wished him well in his new role as Chair of HIE.
The Chair wished everyone a happy festive period and closed the meeting at 16:05.
ENDS
Approved on: 24 February 2026
Published on: 25 February 2026
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