NORTHERN REGIONAL COLLEGE

FINANCE AND GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE

Minutes of the meeting of the Finance and General Purposes Committee held on 4 November 2013 at the Ballymena Campus.

Present         
Mrs K Collins, (Chairperson), Mr S Davidson, Dr D Lennox, Mrs G McConnell and Mr T Neilands (Principal) 

In Attendance    Mrs B Crotty, Mrs C Moore and Mr J Hunter.

UNRESERVED BUSINESS

38.1
Apologies

There were no apologies
38.2
Declaration of Interests

There were no declarations of interests.

38.3
Minutes of the Last Meeting

The unreserved minutes of the last meeting of the Finance and General Purposes Committee held on 16 September 2013 were approved.

38.4
Matters Arising

38.4.1
Progression-Related Increases (minute 37.9.1)

Mrs Moore, Director of Finance and Corporate Development, stated that DEL had submitted a case to DFP in relation to the payment of progression-related increases to staff for 2012/2013 and for a number of previous years. It will be necessary to delay payments for future progression related increases until approval has been obtained. It was noted that NIAO will give an opinion on this matter and a comment will most likely be included in the Audit Opinion on the Financial Accounts for the year ended 31 July 2013 as a qualification in the audit report because approval had not been obtained from DFP for the payment of the progression related pay increases and therefore the payments would be deemed to be irregular. The Principal said that this was an issue across the Sector.
38.4.2
Any Other Business
There was no other business arising from the minutes of the last meeting.

38.5
Correspondence

There was no correspondence to report.
38.6
Chairperson’s Communication

There were no Chair’s communications.

38.7
Estates Issues

Mrs Crotty, Director of Planning and Customer Services, provided an update for the Committee. She highlighted the following estates issues: 

a) Disposal of Antrim Campus.  She indicated that it had previously been reported to the F&GPC that Fold Housing had expressed interest in part of the site and she outlined a number of options for disposal of the property in Antrim:

The Committee agreed that:
(i) The College should offer the entire site to Fold Housing Association at market value.  The Strategic Investment Board has advised against ‘lotting’ of the site for disposal;

(ii) Fold Housing Association should be given until 25 November 2013 to indicate whether it is interested in purchasing the whole site;

(iii) If Fold is unable to make a bid for the entire site, the whole property should be placed on the open market 

‘b) Disposal of Portrush Campus.  There is a possibility that ownership of the parts of the building occupied by Causeway Institute did not transfer in 1997 under the Further Education Order and that ownership has been retained by the NEELB.  The College has arranged a forthcoming meeting with a DEL representative to determine the way forward. The Committee was of the view that NRC should relinquish all claims to the property  
c) Outline Business Case.  Mrs Crotty advised that in order to determine whether planning permission would be granted for development on the Union Street or Brook Street sites at Coleraine a Planning Pre-Application Discussion (PAD) is necessary.  An urgent request has been submitted for the PAD.  In the meantime DEL has queried the valuation of the sites at Union Street and Brook Street and the College has contacted LPS to arrange market values for these properties. A Member raised concerns about the financial ramifications of any delay in the planning process; capital could be available for Phase 1 of the development in 2015. The Principal stated that if PAD approval is obtained and if the Union Street/Brook Street site remains the preferred option then the College was in a position to proceed. An alternative site in Coleraine is unlikely to be available until 2017. An alternative would be to consider the Phase 1 of the development at the Farm Lodge site at Ballymena.
d) Larne YMCA. In response to a query it was noted that Larne YMCA was granted a long lease valued at £30k. This amount is being paid, by monthly instalments, due to finish in July 2016.
38.8
Monitoring Financial Recommendations

Mrs Moore provided an update on progress against the implementation of recommendations identified as a result of events or process failures in relation to the financial out-turn 2012/2013. Members noted:

· Forecasting on a Monthly Basis. Budget holders will have to explain variances and remedial action on a monthly basis. The first set of monthly accounts had been issued to Budget Holders on 28 October 2013 and feedback was awaited.

· Training for Budget Holders. An initial training session had been held and the College was awaiting the findings of the KPMG Review , which would inform further training and support needs. A schedule of Training would be presented to the next F&GPC.
· Budget Setting and Monitoring. KPMG is currently carrying out the Review of budget setting and the financial monitoring process and will update the Audit Committee on 12 November 2013

· Unplanned Staff Hours. All unplanned staff hours need to be authorised in advance by the Head of Faculty/Director of Curriculum. It was noted that new procedures were in place.
38.9
Scheme of Budget Delegation

The Director of Finance and Corporate Development stated that a Review had been carried as to why the financial out-turn 2012/2013 was worse than planned. The findings, presented to the F&GPC on 16 September 2013, indicated a breakdown in the monitoring and reporting processes.  Mrs Moore said that it had become apparent during meetings with budget holders that there is a lack of clarity in relation to budget holder responsibilities and some confusion in relation to the roles and responsibilities of budget holders, line managers and the Finance Department.

In presenting the Scheme of Budget Delegation, Mrs Moore stated that it had been designed to overhaul the system through which delegated budget management is operated in NRC.  She indicated that there was still more work to do in relation to the Scheme; Section 8 (Value for Money) is incomplete and the Scheme will require adjustment in light of the findings of the Review being undertaken by KPMG. The Committee noted that the finalised Scheme of Budget Delegation will be forwarded to the next meeting of the Committee (2 December 2013).

During discussion Members made a number of observations:

· The Committee welcomed the document, which parallels the Financial Memorandum and governs the relationship between Budget Holders and the Accounting Officer
· The Section on Risk Management needs to be adjusted to reflect Departmental rather than Corporate risks. Reference should be made to Departmental rather than Corporate Risk Registers
· Concern was expressed that the plethora of documentation might give rise to confusion. Mrs Moore advised that the forms should cause no confusion as they had all been in use previously and the new forms were simply revised versions. 
The Committee agreed that the Director of Finance and Corporate Development should circulate the document by electronic means to one member for further comment
38.10
Monthly Management Accounts
The Monthly Management Accounts for the period up to 30 September 2013 indicate that the College has an historic cost surplus of £576k (£6k ahead of Budget). It was noted that the Bank Balance as at 30 September 2013 was £1.9 million and that £500,000k had been invested with Santander.

It was noted that accruals  in respect of redundancy costs for support staff 2012/2013 had still to be paid. It was further noted that these accruals may not be included in the 2012/2013 accounts as the redundancies had not gone out to consultation by 31 July 2013. The College awaited NIAO advice as to whether they should be attributed to 2012/2013 or 2013/2014 accounts.

A Member, noting the low level of reserves, questioned what would happen if the recurrent grant were delayed. Mrs Moore confirmed that there may be cash flow difficulties, particularly in relation to payment of Staff salaries and the College would have to  arrange overdraft facilities 
38.11
Corporate KPIs
The Committee gave consideration to a list of Balanced Scorecard KPIs for the College Operations and Finance domains. During discussion the Chair stated that the Governing Body wished to have a better than break-even out-turn for 2013/2014. The Principal reminded members that the targets were in line with the BIP and reflected the budget submitted to DEL. Any amendments to the budget would have to be quantified and agreed by the Governing Body. Dr Lennox asked if there was any scope for savings with discretionary expenditure and was informed that there was only a very limited sum available at this stage of the financial year. The Principal emphasised the importance of managing the FLU targets. If extra courses were needed to achieve the FLU targets this would incur additional staff costs.
The Committee agreed that the Balanced Scorecard KPIs be approved.

The Committee received a progress report regarding the following Corporate KPIs for College Operations and Finance:
a) College Operations.  The Committee noted the action that had been taken in relation to the targets set for the Outline Business Case and the disposal of Surplus sites targets.  A paper relating to Estate Issues has been presented to the Committee (see minute 38.7).

b) Finance.  The Management Accounts for the two month period up to 30 September 2013 indicate an actual out-turn £6k better than budget.  

38.12
Non-Departmental Public Body (NDPB) Submission
The Committee received a copy of the NDPB Forecast Expenditure Schedule forwarded on a monthly basis to the Department. It was noted that the Return had been reconciled with the Monthly Management Accounts and there was a small variation (£17k) between the Accounts and the NDPB Return for September 2013, accounted for by the end of year audit adjustments.  

In response to a query the Principal stated that the Minister did not appear to have any plans to change the current position in relation to the NDPB status of Colleges

38.13
Bad Debts Write-Off

The Committee noted that the following action had been taken to write-off bad debts:
a) Write-off Debts > £750. The Principal had requested approval for the write-off of bad debts (> £750) amounting to £41,513.61 and the Department had agreed to write-off debts amounting to £39,033.61.  The Department however, has indicated that it is not in a position to grant approval for a suspected fraud for the sum of £2,480, which is currently being pursued with PSNI.

b) Write-off Debts < £750. The Committee noted that the Principal had written-off bad debts (< £750) amounting to £53,062.83.  Details of losses and special payments through 2012/2013 have also been included.

A member urged the College to take a robust approach to debt recovery. The College must be seen to be assiduous in pursuing debtors. Mrs Moore assured the Committee that debts were proactively pursued, including the use of small claims court. The large write off of debts this year was to clean up ledgers of debts that had previously been provided for.
38.14
Revised FLU Targets

Mrs Crotty reminded the Committee that the College had submitted an updated CDP FLU template to DEL on 5 July 2013 to confirm the enrolment and FLU targets for 2013/14. She advised Members that there had been further FLU allocations since then and that there was now a need to amend the CDP FLU template in respect of this additional funding. The revised FE target was now 5,300 FLUs but there was a 2% tolerance allowing the College to recruit 5,194 FLUs without penalty. The Principal stated that retention, achievement and success would be important in the College’s endeavours to achieve its targets. Progress would be monitored throughout the academic year by the Education Committee. He advised that the College would need to concentrate on the part-time rather than full-time provision to achieve any short-fall.
The Committee noted that the allocation of the additional 41 FLUs are as follows:-

a) An additional allocation of FE funding for mainstream provision in priority areas up to Level 3. The NRC allocation is 34 FLUs representing £116,182. 

b) Funding for the Jobs and Economy Initiative originally set aside for ‘special projects’ has been released to support enrolments and FLU at Levels 2 and 3.  The NRC allocation in relation to this is 7 FLUs representing additional funding of £24,770.

Mrs Crotty drew attention to the DEL strategic priorities in amending the FLU template for this additional funding:
38.15
NRC Fees Policy and Regulations
The Committee received a copy if the revised Fees Policy and Fees Regulations for 2014/2015. It was noted that a number of changes had been made to the document:
a). Higher Education full-time course fees have been raised from £1425 to £1465 per annum in line with the Student Fees Regulations (NI) 2013 no. 120.

b). Higher Education part-time fees have been raised for each session. The overall impact of these changes represents a rise of 6.6% for courses lasting 1 and 2 sessions, 20% for a 3 session course and 28% for a 4 session course.  It should be noted that the College runs very few 4 session higher education courses. Mrs Crotty explained that the College had not raised it fees for two years; she provided a document indicating that NRC fees still remain competitive within the Sector. She added that if the fee increase had an impact on recruitment, fees could be reduced for Year 2.
It was confirmed that the document would be equality screened as certain students could be disadvantaged by the increased fees. Members made a number of comments in respect of the document. A member stated that the Discounted Tuition Fees and Incentives section needed further clarification in respect of the 25% discount for persons aged 60 and over on non-vocational courses. The Principal said that despite the incentive there had been no discernable increase in recruitment. The College would allow the incentive to continue for a further year in the hope that numbers may increase. It was suggested that the College should consider providing incentives for daytime non-vocational courses.
Members agreed that it was appropriate to raise fees, within market tolerance levels, in order to increase income.

c) 
Adult Access to University fees have been raised by 4.2% 

d) 
Non-Vocational course fees have been raised by 4.2%

e) 
Administration fee for ESOL programmes has been raised to £25 (13%)

f) 
Bespoke provision for Economic Engagement has been raised to £80 per hour (6.6%)

g) 
Assessment fees have been raised by ranging from 4.2% to 10% depending on 
student demand for courses

The Committee endorsed and forwarded the Fees Policy and Regulations for 2014/2015 to the Governing Body for approval
38.16
Finance & General Purposes Committee Action Plan 2013/2014
The Committee considered the revised Action Plan for 2013/2014 and agreed that the Plan should be circulated electronically to members for comment.
38.17
Any Other Notified Business

38.17.1
First Trust Bank

Mrs Moore reported that First Trust Bank had withdrawn its services from Ballymoney and is now in breach of its contract with the College. An alternative method of collecting money has been arranged at a cost of approximately £1,000 per annum.

There was no other notified business

38.18
Next Meeting 

The Chair reminded Members that the next meeting is scheduled for Monday 2 December 2013 at the Farm Lodge Ballymena Campus commencing at 7.00 pm. It was noted that the Staffing Committee would join the F&GPC for a joint discussion on a number of issues.
_____________________________________

____________________

                   Kay Collins, Chairperson

_______________________________________

                    J A Hunter, Secretary
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