University of the Highlands and Islands
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Minute Key: DECISION, Action

1. Preliminary Items
1.1. Welcome and apologies
Alastair MacColl, Chair of Court, opened the meeting and noted the apologies as above. He welcomed the Chairs of Academic Partners as observers to the meeting, as well as the incoming HISA President, Oliver Sweeney, and HISA Vice President, Andi Garrity, also as observers. He also welcomed new Court members Karen Greaves, Peter Darroch, and Michael Macdonald to their first Court meeting. 
1.2. Declarations of Interest
Declarations of interest were recorded from Allan Clow and Derek Lewis in item 7.9. The Chair declared an interest in item 10.4 and agreed to leave the meeting for the duration of that item, with the Vice Chair to take the Chair. 
1.3. Notification of other business
None.
2. Minutes of Meetings
2.1. Approval of the minutes of 14 April 2026
The minutes of the 14 April 2026 were APPROVED as an accurate record. 
2.2. Matters arising
NOTED. 
2.3. Delegated decisions
None. 
3. Principal and Vice Chancellor Update
Vicki Nairn, Principal and Vice Chancellor, provided an update on transformation activity and 2026/27 budget, noting that full updates would be presented later on the agenda, and that UHI expected to return to a break-even position in 2026/27. 
Members noted that updates on student recruitment and UHI Inverness would also be considered under subsequent agenda items. The Principal and Vice Chancellor reported that an assurance report had been received in relation to UHI Inverness following positive discussions with the UHI Inverness Board.
Members noted that Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, would retire at the end of July and recorded their thanks for his contribution.
In response to a member query regarding student recruitment reporting and whether the position represented a permanent change, Members were advised that the change in reporting arrangements would be permanent.
Court NOTED the Principal and Vice Chancellor’s report. 
4. HISA Report
No update provided.
5. Presentations
5.1. Centre for History
Dr Lucinda Dean, Interim Head of the Centre for History, provided an overview of the Centre’s activities across teaching, research and community engagement. Members were briefed on the breadth of the Centre’s UG and PGT provision, strong student satisfaction and support initiatives, recent programme revalidation success, and a geographically diverse student population. The presentation also highlighted the Centre’s research strengths and collaborative projects, including work on heritage, public history, community resilience and the history of the Highlands and Islands, alongside its contribution to UHI research hubs and external partnerships. 
Following the presentation, Members discussed the importance of History and the Centre's contribution to UHI's academic offering. Members recognised the challenging environment facing Arts and Humanities provision across the sector and commended the work being undertaken by the Centre.
In discussing international undergraduate recruitment, Members sought further information on how projected growth was being achieved and the extent to which that growth could be sustained. Members heard that increases in international recruitment were welcome and that the Centre was working closely with the International Office to support continued growth. Whilst the wider sector continued to face recruitment challenges, there remained clear interest in UHI programmes from prospective students outwith the UK.
Members also explored the student experience for online learners, noting that much of the Centre's provision was delivered online. Members heard that considerable effort was being made to ensure students received the best possible experience, including setting clear expectations regarding online delivery and building communities of online learners. The Centre continued to respond to student feedback and demand, drawing on lessons learned during the Covid period to identify approaches that worked well. Examples of good practice in developing rapport and ensuring equitable participation were being shared, with benefits noted from fully online delivery compared with hybrid  models.
Members sought further information on the origins of international students and the balance between single and joint honours programmes. Members heard that North America remained the principal source of international undergraduate students, reflecting the strongest international market presence, whilst postgraduate taught recruitment also included students from across Europe. More students were enrolled on joint honours programmes than on single honours History degrees.
Members discussed the Centre's conversion strategy and international recruitment approach. Members heard that increased interest in A-Level History had contributed to a favourable sectoral and demographic environment, providing opportunities to target areas of growth. A focused recruitment approach had been adopted within the North American market.
In response to a query regarding the age profile of students, Members heard that the Centre maintained a strong base of mature learners and that the proportion of such students had increased over the previous two years. This trend related to all students entering from routes other than direct progression from school.
Court NOTED the Centre for History update.
[Dr Lucinda Dean left the meeting]
6. Strategic Items for discussion
6.1. AP Financial Sustainability Update
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, provided an update on AP financial sustainability, noting that dialogue with SFC remained ongoing in relation to in-year funding. Members heard that an outstanding matter remained regarding £400k for UHI NWH, which was being managed as an interim measure through restricted funding.
Members were updated on the position at UHI Shetland and noted the positive in year financial position, with support now unlikely to be required before the end of the AY. The position reflected positive work undertaken locally on recruitment and cost control.
Court formally NOTED correspondence from SFC regarding funding and transformation, which emphasised that future additional funding would be tied to progress on the transformation framework. 
Members heard that no formal feedback had yet been received on the UHI UTF bid. The decision on UTF funding would also affect a number of partners’ FFRs for 2026/27.
Members discussed the position on FFRs and key issues for APs in preparing these. Court heard that the FD group had met the previous day and that three main dynamics had been identified. The first related to the baseline case using the parameters set out by SFC. The second concerned a number of recent factors which required detailed scenario analysis, including the potential for pay awards that exceed SFC guidance. The third related to the absence of any uplift in SFC grant for 2026/27. Members noted that this reiterated the position previously presented to Court on the budget settlement, namely that there was no sustained growth in grant income.
The Chief Financial Officer advised that the adjusted operating position across the partnership had improved in year, with the AOP deficit reducing from £9.7m to £6m. The movement was highlighted and detailed within the committee report.
Court considered projections on student numbers and noted the positive movement reported, including the distinction between recurrent and non recurrent growth. Members heard that no clawback was anticipated, but that this meant UHI was reaching the maximum funding number and therefore approaching the peak of growth. This had been factored into the FRP to be discussed later in the meeting.
Members noted the extensive coverage within the report of APs in deficit and the close monitoring/ support being provided. [Redacted]
Members queried why some APs had not completed the template, whether consequences were being applied, and the extent to which Court could be confident that early visibility and control over financial risk were being secured. The Chief Financial Officer advised that whilst the overall position had improved over the year, the key issue was the movement from the midyear position. Variations had reduced significantly compared with 2025/26. Members heard that the templates were not the only form of engagement with FDs, with the Chief Financial Officer meeting regularly with FDs on a one-to-one basis. Early warning was therefore not based solely on completion of the template. Members also noted that the timing of reporting and the alignment of FGPC and Court cycles inevitably created some overlap.
Court recognised that reporting was not perfect but noted the regular engagement taking place with all APs.
Members discussed the approach being taken by SFC and queried why this differed from previous arrangements. Members heard that SFC would historically have requested FFRs, but was now working with the SG and would use FFR material to support the case for additional funding. Members noted that advances to colleges were not loans, but that this position could not continue indefinitely and that there was no current prospect of these advances being repaid.
Court discussed the difficulty of taking a single approach to partners, noting that each AP was in its own financial position and at a different stage in its FRP journey, with some in recovery following previous action. Members noted that AP finance reviews had been undertaken with the UHI FGPC and Audit Chairs, and that common themes had emerged. These included structural funding issues, alongside changes already made and savings generated by APs, and the question of how much further individual APs could go given their specific circumstances, including geography and demography.
Members noted that budgets could not be balanced without fundamental change. Court recognised that the SFC letter made clear the connection between liquidity support/the refresh of advances and the requirement for commitment to transformation at UHI.
Court NOTED the AP Financial sustainability update. 
6.2. Transformation
Vicki Nairn, Principal and Vice Chancellor, provided an update on transformation, noting that there had been a significant period of activity since the previous meeting and following the transformation summit. Court heard that the recent SFC letter [see item 6.1] represented a significant step for UHI, as it moved SFC guidance into a more directive position and asked UHI to focus on a new operating model, shared curriculum, and the links between transformation, funding and support.
Members were advised that the immediate priority was to move forward collectively and demonstrate a joined-up approach to transformation to SFC through the UHI Accord. Court noted that the UHI Accord was a statement of intent rather than a legally binding contract, but that it signalled UHI’s commitment to change and to collective action across the partnership.
Court heard that plans for the integrated curriculum, shared services, and operating model were to be finalised by 17 July, alongside a review of governance arrangements. Full development of the plan would be undertaken by September 2026. Members noted that SFC had given a clear instruction to work at pace, and that a significant amount of underpinning work had already been completed through the FBC process. Further work would include reviewing savings targets, ensuring sufficient capacity, considering income generation opportunities, and reviewing the resources required to drive forward transformation at UHI.
Members were advised that much of the underpinning work had been completed, although income generation remained less developed, reflecting the challenge of working across 10 organisations. Court noted that reducing costs individually at each AP was not sufficient and that there was a significant opportunity to coordinate reductions in duplication across the partnership. Members also noted a correction to the paper in relation to UHI NWH, which had removed £2m of costs through integrated curriculum activity and had added £500k back in, although this was not within curriculum.
Court considered the programme requirements and noted the need for commitments from Boards to proceed through the Accord, securing full cooperation from staff and the necessary authorising environment. Members heard that new governance arrangements would be required to provide risk assurance and scrutiny but also to ensure there was a board or equivalent structure actively driving change through to implementation.
Members discussed the meaning of the proposed framework and emphasised the need for an explicit model which was actionable and left no dubiety regarding the destination for UHI. It was noted that transformation through structural change alone would not deliver the quantum of savings required. Members urged caution in relation to income generation, noting the constraints on FE credits, the likelihood of future caps on HE numbers, and the competitive nature and relatively modest margins associated with commercial income. Members discussed the need to eliminate duplication, address the sources of tension around top slice, and potentially commission externally facilitated work to examine the cost base and areas of duplication objectively.
The Principal and Vice Chancellor advised that programmes of work would be developed for both areas by September. Members heard that working groups would be established quickly to drive change forward, and that full support from all APs would be required for UHI to make progress as a partnership.
Court received updates on AP engagement with the UHI Accord. In response to a query regarding the deadline for signing and why all APs had not yet signed, Members were advised that the deadline was 10 July and that it was hoped the majority of partners would have signed by that date. Some partners were awaiting Board meetings and the logistics might mean that signing could not be completed within the deadline, although there was confidence that all APs would either sign or be in the process of doing so. Members noted that some signatures might include caveats or conditions, which would be helpful in identifying specific matters to be addressed. For specialist partners, there might also be operational issues requiring incorporation into the wider approach. Court requested that Members be kept up to date on progress. Action: Provide updates on UHI Accord signing to Members. 
Chairs of AP Boards that were present at the meeting as observers were invited by the Chair of Court to provide their feedback and progress towards the UHI Accord agreement:
· UHI Inverness intended to sign the Accord and feedback had also been provided.
· SAMS intended to sign the Accord, whilst noting its particular focus on the commercialisation of research. Court recognised the need to take a specific view of SAMS’ context and to ensure appropriate support whilst maintaining its financial sustainability.
· Court were advised that SMO occupied a unique position within UHI as a private company and was also subject to SG evaluation from September in relation to the Languages Act. Members were advised that the SMO Board was focused on these developments and, because of the parallel process and different funding arrangements and priorities, SMO would not sign the UHI Accord at this stage, although it would continue to follow developments within UHI and continue to engage proactively with transformation at UHI. 
· Members discussed the position at UHI Argyll. Assurance was being sought from the Principal and Vice Chancellor and Chair of Court before the Board meeting. Members heard that the Chair of the UHI Argyll Board was encouraging signing of the Accord, whilst recognising that there remained specific issues of detail and clarification. 
· Court noted that there was overall readiness to engage and work with UHI on transformation, albeit with some ongoing reservations and areas of disagreement for which formal recognition was being sought.
One AP Chair queried why UHI AP Principals were not signing the Accord alongside Chairs. It was noted that whilst Chairs had responsibility for strategic direction, implementation assurance required executive expertise and comment from Principals. Court noted that the Accord should be a positive statement of intent and a means of building trust between UHI, APs, and SFC. Members also recognised that trust appeared to be an underlying issue, including in relation to the timeline for resolving funding mechanism issues and the need to demonstrate that transformation was a commitment for UHI as a whole, not only for partners.
In response to a query on the existing £1.4m business case development funding budget, Court heard that approximately £300k remained from the original allocation and that, on the current profile, this would support the transformation team until December 2026, although additional resources were expected to be required. Members were advised that the draft FBC had been necessary to close off the constitutional discussion and had also provided data and models which would continue to be used.
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, advised that the FBC process had been mandated and had required a defined degree of structure, with analysis undertaken in line with the SFC outline. Looking ahead, Members heard that a dedicated resource would be required to drive the work forward, ideally from within the partnership, although external resource might also be needed. Court noted that there would be more flexibility outside the FBC process, but that further costs would still be incurred.
Members discussed the need for clear investment objectives and an urgent framework document. It was noted that this did not need to be an FBC, but should provide an outline of the work required. Members emphasised the need for visibility and transparency regarding the detail and background, including clarity on the shared services being pursued and what APs were being asked to sign up to.
Court heard that, by September, detailed models would be required, with sufficient capacity to ensure these were robust and transparent. Members emphasised the need for a clear description of the future direction, what the institution would look like, and the benefits to be achieved. Members also highlighted the importance of developing a more positive and fair contribution model for all APs, alongside a financial model underpinning the UHI partnership. Court noted that completion of the Accord would demonstrate that the partnership was working together.
Members also discussed the need for a broader review of cost structure, duplication, and the level of cost within EO and APs, outside any major structural or strategic change.
The Principal and Vice Chancellor welcomed the feedback from Members and Chairs. Court noted that the FBC had been necessary to bring UHI to this point, but that there was no alternative plan and that the solution would need to be co-created. Chairs were asked to take back to their Executives the need for full cooperation and support for transformation, to ensure that the detail required for September could be developed. The Chair of Court would continue discussions with Chairs regarding engagement and updates.
Court NOTED the transformation update.
7. Items for noting/ approval
7.1. UHI EO Budget 2025-26 Update
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, provided members with an update on the UHI EO budget for 2025/26 and noted that student number projections provided a firmer position for 2025/26 and a more positive position for 2026/27. Court considered the financial position in relation to APs and noted, from the paper, the relative cost base at EO, with staffing costs representing 37% of turnover compared with 60% to 70% across APs.
Members discussed the position regarding insurance for UHI House following legionella and water pump failures. [Redacted] The insurance claim was progressing with Aviva and provision had been included within the forecast.
Members welcomed the clarity of the paper and noted the need to consider two separate matters: the net income/deficit position relating to EO activity and external income, and the cost of services provided for the partnership as a whole. 
Court discussed the variability of the funding model and noted that the positive uplift in 2025/26 had increased the positive movement in topslice, following recovery in prior years. Members heard that a prudent view had been taken on student number projections for top slice purposes in order to reduce volatility.
Court NOTED the 2025-26 Budget update. 
7.2. HISA Block Grant
APPROVED as presented in the committee paper.
7.3. Risk Management Report
Roger Sendall, University Secretary, introduced the Risk Management Report and noted that reputational risk was under review in light of the potential fallout from financial challenges and the possible impact of VSS. The risk was currently rated amber. Three risks remained rated red, relating to financial sustainability, persistent data risks, and the loss of key staff, the latter having moved to a red rating.
Members queried whether risks associated with dependency on transformation should be rated red rather than amber, given the level of actual risk. Court heard that this would continue to be kept under review. A new common risk had been added six months previously and was being tracked, with transformation remaining a focus for Audit Committee scrutiny. Members noted that the UHI Accord might reduce the likelihood element of the risk, and that a further decision on the risk rating would be taken in September.
Court NOTED the Risk Management Report
7.4. Student Recruitment
Richard Emborg, VP Student Recruitment and Growth, provided an update on student recruitment performance, highlighting continued strong demand for FE provision, significant growth in HE enrolments, and progress towards meeting SFC funded targets. Members were advised that applications for 2026/27 remained positive overall, with growth in several key markets including Graduate Apprenticeships, Nursing and PGT provision, although recruitment from RUK and international markets remained more challenging. The presentation also outlined preparations for Confirmation and Clearing, the impact of investment in recruitment and marketing activity, and future opportunities and risks associated with competition, funding constraints, international policy changes, partnership development, student progression and conversion activity.
The importance and benefit of graduate apprenticeship activity at UHI Inverness was recognised. Court heard that provision was subject to a cap and that other providers, including RGU, had publicly set ambitions to become leading providers in this area. Growth required learners, employer engagement, and staff capacity to deliver, which presented a risk for UHI. It was also noted that some employers were moving away from MAs, which, whilst not uniform across all sectors, represented a potential threat to some areas of the UHI partnership.
In relation to student progression, emphasis was placed on the importance of mapping clear pathways through the academic journey and into employment. This included facilitating the student journey, maintaining engagement with learners, and drawing on examples of best practice, including activity at UHI Moray. Cross partnership progression opportunities were also identified as an important area of focus. Court heard about the vital role of soft internal articulation. The work of APC and CCPC in drawing on resources and expertise across the partnership was highlighted as central to supporting this area.
In response to a query regarding Pathfinder projects and where these were embedded, Court heard that the projects drew on resources across APs and were intended to simplify the offer and journey for students. Consideration was also given to how Members could be involved in this work.
Further information was sought on graduate apprenticeships, including how close UHI was to the relevant limits and whether there was scope to push for change. Court heard that there had been considerable year on year growth, although further clarification was required with APs on proximity to those limits. Caution was urged, as increased investment in training by employers narrowed the margin available to UHI, and graduate apprenticeships should not be treated as an unfettered growth opportunity.
Action: Clarify the limit in relation to graduate apprenticeships and whether UHI is approaching that limit.
The partnership response to Confirmation and Clearing was welcomed, with the level of cooperation across the partnership noted as a significant achievement. Court recognised the cross partnership and collective nature of the success to date, welcomed the approach being taken, and noted its best wishes for another successful Clearing period.
7.5. Academic Council - Effectiveness Review Update
Prof Brian Williams provided an update on the Academic Council Effectiveness Review. Court heard that Academic Council had a broad remit and that assurance was required on the effectiveness of its subcommittees, which would be progressed through strategic health checks.
The review had identified that an Academic Council focused exclusively on HE was not compatible with UHI’s role as a tertiary institution. Work would therefore continue with Academic Council to identify further improvements and changes, with a view to developing a more clearly tertiary approach.
Court noted that, under the governance code, an externally facilitated review would be due in December 2027 and that this would include Academic Council.
7.6. Performance Report
Court received the Performance Report and agreed that the report should be considered in greater detail at the next meeting. Action: Performance report to return to Court as substantive discussion item at the next meeting. 
The report set out strategic performance indicators for the partnership, distinct from UHI EO performance reporting. Court noted that the annual business plan for EO would be presented to the September meeting of Court. Action: EO Annual Business Plan to September Court meeting.
Thanks were recorded to Alex Paterson for his work in developing the report, which had been streamlined to provide a clearer narrative on RAG status and to support more useful engagement by Court Members.
The proportionate dashboard approach was welcomed. It was noted that further work was required on the treatment of red rated indicators, alongside recalibration of some measures where benchmarking was not currently aligned to the most appropriate comparators. Until those calibration measures were in place, the report’s usefulness would remain limited in some areas.
Court NOTED the performance report. 
7.7. Incorporated Assigned College Appointments
HOMOLOGATED. 
7.8. HISA Governance and Democratic Assurance
NOTED and APPROVED. 
7.9. UHI NWH Fort William STEM Centre
Court was asked to note the significance of the UHI NWH Fort William STEM Centre and to provide institutional support through a letter of support. It was confirmed that this would not create any financial obligation for UHI. Court APPROVED the provision of a letter of support.
8. Minutes from Committees of Court
8.1. Audit Committee: 11 June 2026
NOTED.
8.2. F&GP Committee: 23 June 2026
NOTED.
8.3. People Committee: 21 May 2026
NOTED.
8.4. Foundation: 01 June 2026
NOTED.
8.5. Nominations: 10 June 2026
NOTED.
9. Any Other Business
None.
10. Reserved Business
10.1. UHI FRP & 2026/27 Budget
Mike Baxter, Chief Financial Officer, presented the UHI Financial Recovery Plan (FRP) and 2026/27 budget, and thanked the team for their hard work and for the groundwork undertaken over previous years. Court heard that assumptions on student numbers, inflation, and cost of living pressures were built into the plan. It was noted that cost of living assumptions remained subject to negotiation through the formally recognised negotiation arrangements with the trade union, UCU.
The underlying cash position was sufficient to provide liquidity to manage unexpected variances, whilst also allowing investment in potential growth areas. The FRP set out a formulated plan to deliver break even, with actions proposed to reduce costs and generate income, focused on matters within UHI’s control. The residences deficit had reduced from £1.4m 18 months previously to £1m.
The Chief Financial Officer explained that the FRP sought to set out deliverable proposals, including the running of a VSS. The implications of not meeting the VSS target had also been recognised, with alternative proposals identified for implementation if the required savings were not achieved.
Court were advised that the FRP should not be viewed as a one-off exercise, with the actions set out in the paper intended to address income growth, savings targets, and the continuing requirement to maintain a break-even position in future years. The pressures discussed throughout the meeting, including a flat line grant, had been recognised within the FRP, reinforcing the need to continue growing other sources of income or reducing ongoing costs. The plan also sought to create the necessary headroom to invest in growth and support a five-year strategy, maintaining a medium-term view rather than focusing solely on the annual position.
FGPC had considered the plan and noted that, whilst delivery of breakeven would not be easy, the FRP met the commitment made previously and agreed at Court. FGPC had challenged the assumptions and considered them reasonable. The absence of assumed savings from transformation or non-recurrent one-off measures was noted as providing a solid basis for the plan, with the cash position preserved. FGPC considered the plan difficult but realistic and recommended it to Court for approval.
Court APPROVED the UHI FRP & 2026/27 Budget.
Members recognised the significant team effort involved in developing the FRP and budget, and recorded its thanks to Mike Baxter as he prepared to leave UHI.
10.2. [REDACTED]
Non-members and observers left the meeting.
10.3. VS Scheme Update
Lorna Walker, Chief Operating Officer, provided a verbal update on the VS Scheme. Court heard that the scheme had an in-year savings target of £500k. The scheme had now closed, with [Redacted] applicants received against an anticipated [Redacted]. The next stage would be review by the OD Board, followed by consideration by SET and then Remuneration Committee. 
10.4. Chair & Vice Chair of Court: Succession Proposal
[Alastair MacColl, Chair of Court, left the meeting. Andrea Roberston, Vice Chair, took the Chair.]
Andrea Robertson presented two succession proposals, both of which had been recommended by Nominations Committee. The first was the appointment of Alex Paterson as Vice Chair of Court, to follow Andrea Robertson’s departure at the end of her term. The second was the extension of Alastair MacColl’s term as Chair of Court by one year, to July 2028. Court duly APPROVED both recommended appointments.
11. Close of meeting
There was no other business and the Acting Chair closed the meeting at 17:18.

ENDS
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