


University of the Highlands and Islands
2026-02-24 University Court Meeting
Tue 24 February 2026, 13:00 - 17:00
UHI Boardroom, Inverness and via Microsoft Teams
Quorum: 7 members (4 independent)  
Minutes

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

Apologies: 
Heather Offord, Calum Ross, Malcolm Burr, Allan Clow, Helen MacInnes, Liz Stewart

Attendees:
Prof Brian Williams - Deputy Principal, UHI
Lorna Walker – Chief Operating Officer, UHI
Mike Baxter – Chief Financial Officer, UHI
Nicholas Oakley – Governance Manager, UHI (Clerk)
Richard Emborg – Vice Principal Student Recruitment and Growth, UHI
Roddy Burns – Chair of UHI Moray (Observer)
Roger Sendall – University Secretary, UHI
Scott Rhynas – Director of Finance, UHI
Stephen Sheridan – Director of Economic Development, UHI (in part)

Minute Key: DECISION, Action

1. Preliminary Items
1.1. Welcome and apologies
The Chair opened the meeting and noted the apologies from Heather Offord, Calum Ross, Malcolm Burr, Allan Clow, Helen MacInnes, Liz Stewart.
1.2. Declarations of Interest
The Chair, Alastair MacColl, advised that he had joined a Scottish Government steering group on Scottish university funding. He also advised that he had joined a review of governance of universities in England and Wales. 
Derek Lewis declared an interest as Chair of UHI North, West, and Hebrides in item 9.2 UHI NWH. 
1.3. Notification of other business
None.
2. Minutes of Meetings
2.1. Approval of the minutes
2.1.1. Minutes of 17 December 2025 meeting
Court APPROVED the minutes of the 17 December 2025 meeting as an accurate record, pending a minor correction to item 5a.
2.1.2. Minutes of 11 February 2026 Special meeting
Court APPROVED the minutes of the 11 February 2026 special meeting as an accurate record.
2.2. Matters arising
The Chair requested that item 6.7 Appointments to Incorporated College Boards be moved to this point in the agenda.
Court duly APPROVED the two appointments as outlined in the paper. The Chair invited Roddy Burns, the newly appointed UHI Moray Chair, to join the meeting as an observer. 
[Roddy Burns joined the meeting]
On the court effectiveness action, the University Secretary advised that this was in progress. Financial literacy training and funding methodology training had been requested; the intention was to put together a presentation for members before June 2026. He noted that work was ongoing with Academic Council on effectiveness, and closed by reporting that the externally facilitated governance effectiveness review was required by December 2027. 
Members NOTED the matters arising. 
2.3. Delegated decisions
None. 
3. Principal and Vice Chancellor Update
Vicki Nairn, Principal and Vice Chancellor, reported that activity since December’s Court meeting had concentrated on delivering the Financial Recovery Plan, progressing the Full Business Case, and engaging widely with AP Boards, stakeholders, and trade unions. 
Higher education (HE) recruitment continued its strong upward trajectory, with an 8% year-on-year increase and broad application growth across most categories, although work remained necessary to convert applications to enrolments; further education (FE) recruitment had buoyant fulltime enrolments. 
The overall financial position remained on track, with continued close monitoring of budget movements, progress toward the sale of estates assets, and confirmation of £4m SFC investment/ support, whilst EO workforce redesign were completed. 
UHI had submitted a £5.8m bid to the SFC’s University Transformation Framework, although the national funding environment remained highly constrained and was likely to be highly competitive, with up to £190m of requests for a £20-25m available pot. 
Extensive engagement on the draft operating model had been undertaken with partners and trade unions, generating substantial feedback requiring additional analysis and leading Court, on 11 February, to agree revised timescales and a partnership summit planned for 4 March. 
[Redacted]
Court NOTED the PVC’s update.
4. HISA Report
Xander McDade, HISA President, provided a verbal update on matters relating to the Student Association. He reported that two rounds of voluntary redundancy had been undertaken and that some progress had been achieved against HISA’s budget targets. [Redacted]. He outlined the impact of the transformation programme on day‑to‑day operations and the consequent need to prioritise activities. 
Court NOTED the HISA update.
5. Strategic Items for Discussion
5.1. Economic Development
Stephen Sheridan, Director of Economic Engagement, provided an overview of economic development activity since the last report. Members were advised of the development of the income generation pathfinder strategy, which sought to diversify and strengthen revenue streams across the UHI partnership whilst enhancing the University’s responsiveness to economic developments. The strategy had been developed with input from APs and included a strategic initiative to establish a commercial hub to support UHI and its partners in broadening income. The initiative aimed to create a single front door for strategic engagement.
An overview was also given of current workstreams, including strategic engagement activity, sourcing potential funding, scoping an operating model, piloting a UHI prospectus, and undertaking wider economic development work. Positive feedback on this had been received from principals and AP staff.
During discussion, one member requested further quantification and detail regarding the opportunities and needs identified, including the types of skills and qualifications that would be required across sectors over the coming years, the extent to which such activity could be funded, and whether funding might reasonably be sought from employers or private providers. The member emphasised the need to understand the real scale of potential growth and income, the benefits this might deliver across the partnership, and the development of a clear delivery pipeline. 
Members welcomed the energy prospectus and the strategic initiatives proposed, as well as the single front door approach. Members discussed the importance of translating this work into measurable KPIs and identifiable income streams. It was noted that business planning would be required to underpin these income streams and to support reductions in reliance on SFC income.
Another member highlighted the need to bring together the strategic approach and operational planning to create a position of strategic opportunism within each sector, enabling the partnership to respond quickly to emerging opportunities and to identify where opportunities were not viable. It was noted that each sector should have a clear strategy and that this should be supported by economic forecasting and UHI’s data driven approach.
An update was provided on the Moray Skills Deal Project engineering centre. Members queried how advanced the concept was and whether UHI Moray or UHI would have management responsibility. It was noted that Moray Council remained committed to delivering a skills project, with an approximate value of £20m, although they were not committed to a MAATIC replacement. UHI Moray, as lead partner, had proposed an engineering centre, with UHI EO acting as a “critical friend” and supporting the bid. Consultants had been appointed to assess project feasibility and to make recommendations to the Council. The UTF bid included a submission from UHI Moray regarding development costs.
It was emphasised that becoming less reliant on core public (SFC) funding would remain a key objective, and Court AGREED that brief updates by exception should be provided at each future meeting of Court. Regular updates were requested to enable Court to support this work, including updates on the refinement of opportunity data, the assessment of scale, and the conversion of opportunities into a deliverable “pipeline” generating income or student recruitment growth.
Court NOTED that five-year FRP markers relating to income generation and associated targets would be incorporated into future financial planning models and that updates on progress against these targets would be required.
Court NOTED the economic development update. 
[Stephen Sheridan left the meeting]
6. Items for noting/ approval
6.1. AP Financial Sustainability Update
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, introduced the AP Financial Sustainability update. Members were advised of the latest position with the Scottish Funding Council (SFC). The SFC have confirmed that additional liquidity funding support for the UHI partnership of £2.2m was approved by its Board on 11 December. For APs, this will take the form of further advances of FE teaching grant, and will be reviewed on a revolving annual basis with recovery to be actioned when the AP is in a more financially stable position. This is in line with previous advances of grant.
The £2.2m funding support was released by the SFC in the February grant payments and released to academic partners as follows: UHI Shetland - £300k; UHI Perth - £500k; UHI NWH - £1,400k. 
In relation to teaching grant recovery for 2023/24, the University had written to the SFC requesting confirmation of the recovery amount. The current estimate of the over provision is £1.4m.
[bookmark: _Int_qYLVHqlr]Members heard the significant challenge associated with the scale of funding available through the University Transformation Fund (UTF). UHI estimated that approximately £20m was available, but demand was expected to be higher. A consolidated bid on behalf of the university partnership had been submitted, with a decision anticipated by April 2026, although earlier feedback was anticipated.
The consolidated partnership AOP for 2024-25 was a deficit of £(7.0)m, including draft figures for UHI NWH, and excluding the final position for HTC. It is expected that HTC would report a deficit in the region of £(0.2)m, which would increase the consolidated deficit to £(7.2)m; this is +£2.4m better than the FFR (original budget) and +£3.5m better than the Mid-Year Return (MYR) submitted in March 2025. A deficit of £(7.2)m equated to 4.3% of total income in 2024–25 and followed consolidated deficits of £(9.3)m in 2023–24 and £(9.5)m in 2022–23. Members observed that this demonstrated considerable progress by APs in addressing financial sustainability and provided a stronger baseline position.
Consolidated unrestricted cash balances at the end of 2024–25, including investments, stood at £19.6m, which was £1.1m higher than the FFR projection and £2.8m higher than the MYR. Despite this, it was noted that unrestricted balances had reduced by £(8.5)m since the end of 2023–24 (£28.1m), even after accounting for additional liquidity support and SFC loans required to maintain operational cash levels for some APs.
By the end of 2024-25, APs had received a total of £14.0m in additional funding/liquidity support from both the university/RSB (unrestricted funds) and SFC in the form of grant advances, waived HE grant recovery, and loans. Without this support, some APs would be in significant negative cash positions.
Members were advised that the RSB would shortly undertake its detailed annual financial reviews with partner principals, finance directors, and the Chairs of the University’s Finance and General Purposes Committee and Audit Committee.
One member noted that the AOP position was welcome but that the AOP would require updating following the Q2 outturn. Members discussed how conditions might be attached to support, particularly considering the benefits arising from SFC grant advances and the release of clawback, and whether conditions should be applied to ensure that APs were able to capitalise on this unanticipated windfall to strengthen their financial sustainability. Court noted that a report would be presented to FGPC in March on the proposed mechanism for distributing the overprovision, and one member suggested that such windfalls be formally tied to the requirements set out in partners’ FRPs. It was noted that several APs continued to hold outstanding loans for which no recovery or repayment plans were currently in place. Members also observed that it would be deeply unpopular with APs were funds that would ordinarily be distributed equitably across the partnership be redirected to support a single partner.
One member queried the context of the additional £500k allocated to UHI Perth, and noted that the SFC had set conditions for funding support at the end of June 2025. Concerns were expressed that these conditions had now been altered, with consequential impacts on students. It was agreed that the member would meet outwith the meeting with the CFO to clarify the position with UHI Perth and the SFC.
Court NOTED the AP financial sustainability update.
6.1.1. [Item Redacted]
[Redacted]
6.2. UHI EO 2025-26 Budget Update
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, reported on the UHI 2025-26 budget update. Members were advised that the Financial Recovery Plan (FRP) remained on track. Although there had been some movements, both positive and negative, between Q1 and the current position, the variance between forecast and actual stood at only £(9)k total.
Total cash reserves at the end of Q2 (January 2026) were £15.3m, which was £(1.2)m lower than forecast. This variance was attributed primarily to the timing of monthly HMRC and pension payments (£(0.6)m), a reduction in restricted reserves due to the delayed recovery of the 2024/25 HE grant from UHI Perth (£(0.7)m), and other working capital timing differences. 
Unrestricted cash reserves at the end of Q2 were £5.7m, which was £(0.7)m below forecast, due to the timing of payments to HMRC and pension providers (£(0.6)m). Court was advised that this timing difference would resolve by the end of February as the payment cycle returned to its normal pattern. Other than this temporary variance, unrestricted balances remained in line with the previous (Q1) forecast.
The last full year forecast (Q1) presented to Court in December, which included all final savings and growth plans implemented to date, generated an operating cash deficit of £(1.2)m; £0.5m better than the FRP with a closing unrestricted cash balance of £6.2m.
Members were advised that the UHI remained on track to achieve a breakeven position by the end of the next academic year. It was emphasised that continued progress remained dependent upon successful student recruitment across the partnership and on ensuring a coordinated approach to recruitment activity.
The CFO also noted that the finance team continued to focus on debt management and that progress in recovery activity had been positive.
Court NOTED the UHI 2025-26 Budget and FRP update.
6.3. Student Recruitment and FE Demand update
Richard Emborg, Vice Principal Student Recruitment and Growth (VP-SR&G), provided members with an update on Student Recruitment and FE Demand. 
Members were advised that enrolments continued to be actively managed alongside associated cost controls. Fulltime FE enrolments were 3% higher than the previous year, with managed and planned reductions in parttime activity to support credit allocation requirements. 
Significant growth in FT enrolments had been recorded at UHI Moray and UHI Argyll, while decreases at UHI Orkney and UHI Shetland had been anticipated. Credit allocation work was nearing completion and had reached 97% of the SFC threshold, with expectations of exceeding 100% and achieving around 102,000 credits. 
Modern Apprenticeship (MA) activity was reported to be close to the UHI allocation; although credits were not being returned, further work was required to reach target levels, and efforts to maintain MA numbers were ongoing.
A positive position was reported in relation to HE enrolments, income generation, and growth in GA programmes, with an increase of approximately 100 FTE, the majority of which were at UHI Inverness. HE applications were also positive. UCAS data indicated broadly similar levels of applications compared with the previous year, while direct applications had increased significantly across most categories, except for international undergraduate applications. Court was advised that the US market was becoming increasingly competitive.
It was noted that increased investment in UHI’s marketing over the previous two years, funded through the HE Growth Project, had contributed to improved application levels. This funding was being reprofiled to support additional activity in the forthcoming year. 
Members were reminded that concerns had been raised the previous year about compliance with visa related recordkeeping. A proactive approach had been taken this year to improve compliance, and records within SITS were now maintained to the required standard in anticipation of a potential UKVI visit, expected in Spring 2026. Only a small number of outstanding records remained unresolved, and UHI was in a significantly stronger position.
Members were informed that the UK Government had launched an updated International Education Strategy, representing a shift from encouraging incoming international students to expansion of transnational education (TNE) provision in students’ home countries. UHI Perth was developing proposals to expand activity in China and other markets. 
During discussion on TNE, one member emphasised the need to ensure that TNE proposals were financially advantageous and represented legitimate income generation, not simply increased student numbers. Court received assurance that financial assessments for all TNE proposals were undertaken and assumed delivery costs of approximately 40%. Members were also informed that diversification of markets would be explored to avoid reliance on any single country.
Court discussed TNE in the context of UHI’s league table performance. Members were advised that work had been undertaken to identify league tables that would offer the greatest benefit and where UHI was most likely to perform well. The Times and Sunday Times rankings were considered favourable due to their emphasis on research strength. Work was now under way to identify resource to support the collation and submission of the required data.
Another member highlighted the need to accelerate the timescale for issuing offers. Anecdotal feedback had been received indicating that applicants to teacher education programmes typically received offers from competitor institutions significantly earlier than from UHI. It was suggested that a more responsive approach would help prevent the loss of applicants. On a related point, it was suggested that UHI was turning potential students away due to facility-related limitations.
On offer turnaround times, members agreed that an improved partnership-wide understanding of these was needed, and noting the absence of current reporting to benchmark performance against sector norms. Once established, such monitoring would support discussions with APs and allow comparison with UCAS cycle data. Best practice would also be shared and encouraged through Academic Planning Committee.
On class sizes, Court were advised that classes were not constrained by physical class size alone but were also affected by external requirements and cost considerations, such as regulatory placement demands, specialist equipment, and other disproportionate expenses. It was confirmed that all decisions to restrict cohorts were driven by cost or external constraints rather than accommodation or room size limitations.
One member asked for a breakdown of the proportion of HE applicants progressing internally from FE (internal progression), compared with new applicants. It was noted that this varied across partners; for example, UHI Moray had undertaken significant work to strengthen FE to HE pipeline, whereas the marketing funded through the HE Growth Project had been directed at broader external markets.
Court then received an overview of the evidence demonstrating sustained and growing regional demand for FE provision. It was noted that applications had continued to increase year on year despite capped funding and reduced delivery capacity. Members were advised that there remained approximately 52,000 credits of unmet demand, with a further estimated 15,000 credits of suppressed and additional demand forecast for 2026–27 and beyond. UHI had continued to comply with SFC credit guidance, including limitations on FT credits and reductions in school provision, although this had constrained the University’s ability to support the school pipeline. The evidence presented also highlighted unprecedented economic opportunities across the region, with substantial workforce needs. This placed significant expectations on UHI to support skills pipelines into key growth sectors, including renewables, life sciences, digital industries, and tourism. It was emphasised that, to meet regional needs, UHI would require at least 3,500 additional funded credits in 2026–27, together with longer-term support to rescale provision. It was noted that a single FT learner typically represented between 15 and 17 credits, demonstrating the huge volume of unmet demand. 
Court NOTED the Student Recruitment and FE Demand update.
6.4. Performance report
Court considered the Performance Report. Concerns were expressed that the report was not being afforded sufficient time or attention at Court meetings, and that a significant number of indicators were marked as red. Members queried whether the targets remained appropriate and agreed that, while the proposed changes were acceptable, a more thorough review of the framework would be required. The dashboard was welcomed as a useful development.
The Chief Financial Officer welcomed the comments raised and agreed that a review would be appropriate. Members were informed that feedback had been sought from principals on the data and on how the report was being used operationally and strategically. Court members were invited to provide any further comments outwith the meeting, which would be incorporated into a future position statement. 
Action: Court members to provide feedback on performance measures before next meeting to CFO.
It was AGREED that the Performance Report would form the most substantive item at the next meeting of Court, and Court NOTED the performance report. 
Action: Performance report to be substantive item on next meeting agenda [Clerk]
6.5. University Risk Register
Court received an update on the University Risk Register. Members noted a minor narrative change relating to the risk concerning key personnel. This had previously been one of two red rated risks. Following the compulsory redundancy scheme, mitigations were now operating effectively, resulting in a reduced level of potential disruption. Although the score remained high, the potential impact had decreased compared with earlier assessments.
It was noted that further work would be required to identify key postholders for each risk as part of the implementation of the SET redesign.
Court NOTED the University Risk Register. 
6.6. Approval of Updated People Committee Terms of Reference
Court reviewed the updated People Committee ToR and APPROVED it subject to a change to the membership list in the title of the Trade Union member, which should be “nominee” instead of “representative.” 
6.7. Appointment to Incorporated College Boards
[Moved to start of agenda]
7. Minutes from Committees of Court
7.1. People Committee
NOTED without discussion.
7.2. Foundation Conference
NOTED without discussion.
8. Any Other Business
9. Reserved Business
9.1. [Item Redacted]
[Redacted]
9.2. [Item Redacted]
[Redacted]
10. Close of meeting
The Chair invited members to consider the appointment process and terms of office for the University’s Chancellor, noting that the incumbent, Her Royal Highness The Princess Royal, had been in the role since June 2012. It was AGREED that the University Secretary review the installation process and terms of office for the Chancellor, and report back to Court with any recommendations. 
There was no other business and the Chair closed the meeting at 16:45
ENDS
Approved on: 14 April 2026
Published on: 21 April 2026



