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Finance and Employment Committee Minutes
Meeting held on Tuesday 28th March 2023 at 5.30 pm, SRC 301

	Present:
	Stuart Blackett (Corporation Chair), Louise Davies (Committee Chair; Chair of Tees Valley Catering Board), Liz Dixon (Staff Governor) and Grant Glendinning (Chief Executive and Group Principal) 

	Apologies:
	Fabienne Bailey

	Officials:
	Jason Faulkner (Executive Principal Redcar and Cleveland College & NETA), Phil Hastie (Chief Operating Officer), Erika Marshall (Group Director of Marketing), Fiona Sharp (Chief Financial Officer), Kay Taylor (Group Director of HR & People Development), Peter Wood (Group Director of Quality), Sarah Thompson (Clerk to the Corporation) and Sam Young (Governance Support Officer)

	In attendance:
	Lesley Graham (Executive Principal Stockton Riverside College & Higher Education) and Patrick Jordan (College Principal Bede)


Stuart Blackett, Phil Hastie and Erika Marshall joined the meeting via Teams. 
Minutes of the previous meeting, an actions progress log and reports had been circulated in advance of the meeting.
	F23/1
	Agenda Item 1 – Welcome, apologies for absence, declarations of interest, notification of other items of business

	
	The Chair welcomed governors, officials and attendees to the meeting; apologies for absence from Fabienne Bailey were noted and the Clerk confirmed that Fabienne had sent comments by email which would be shared during the relevant agenda items. There were no declarations of interest on items on the agenda and no notification of items of other business.


	[bookmark: _Hlk107834192]F23/2
	Agenda Item 2 – Minutes of previous meeting

	
	The minutes of the Finance and Employment Committee meeting held on 22 November 2022 and an appendix to the minutes, confidential to independent governors, were approved as an accurate record of the meeting. 

The action progress log had been circulated and was noted. The following additional updates were provided: 
· The Chief Financial Officer confirmed that further analysis of the group’s reliance on Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) funding and benchmarking against local colleges would be included in the covering report for the Monthly Management Accounts (MMAs) going forward.
· Governors agreed to the Chief Financial Officer’s request to defer consideration of the impact of the social value statement to the June meeting to allow for review by the recently appointed Group Procurement Manager.

In response to a governor’s question, the Group Director of HR & People Development confirmed that the next revaluation of employer contributions to the Local Government Pension Scheme (LGPS) would be 31 March 2026.


	Subsidiary Company Update

	[bookmark: _Hlk120630400]F23/3
	Agenda Item 3 – Tees Valley Catering Update (CONFIDENTIAL)

	
	The Chair, also Chair of the Tees Valley Catering (TVC) Board, confirmed that a TVC Board meeting had been held earlier that afternoon and reminded governors of the confidential nature of this agenda item.

The Chief Financial Officer highlighted that TVC continued to trade well as at period 6. Rising food costs presented a challenge as the full increase was not passed on due to the resulting adverse impact on students but, based on current sales and actions taken, a small year-end surplus was still forecast. She confirmed that the TVC Board had discussed the transfer of TVC operations to Etc. and had agreed to the transfer, subject to due diligence; the Clerk confirmed that the transfer would also need the approval of the FE Corporation.

Governors noted that the main rationale for the transfer was parity for staff across the group as, following the transfer of NETA staff to Etc. contracts, only the 25 TVC staff remained with different contractual arrangements. It was felt that the transfer could boost TVC staff morale and increase TVC’s recruitment and purchasing power and that, as TVC traded to primarily serve the needs of Etc. students and staff, there was little benefit in remaining as a subsidiary. The main financial impact was the transfer of staff to the LGPS at a potential additional cost of approximately [REDACTED] per annum.

In response to a governor’s question about the additional pensions’ costs; the Chief Financial Officer confirmed that any resulting additional FRS102 adjustments would also be included on the balance sheet. The Group Director of HR & People Development added that, with 14.8 full time equivalent (FTE) staff, the additional annual costs amounted to the difference between the current National Employment Savings Trust (NEST) employer contributions and those payable to the LGPS for these staff. The governor cautioned that the group could be loading additional liability for the future but agreed that there was also a rationale for staff parity. The Group Director of HR & People Development commented that, at the TVC Board meeting, it had been noted that, as employee contributions under the LGPS were higher, some TVC staff could decide not to take up the option to transfer their pensions from NEST.

[REDACTED] 

Governors noted the report and supported the proposal to transfer TVC staff and activity to Etc., subject to due diligence and FE Corporation approval.






	Human Resources Issues

	F23/4
	Agenda Item 4 – Great Place to Work update and Strategy

	
	The Group Director of HR & People Development confirmed that current pay negotiations and resolution of the dispute with the Universities and College Union (UCU) under the Employee Relations (Combined) Policy and Procedure had also been reported at the last FE Corporation meeting. She added that the Special Committee, as agreed by the Corporation, had now met and had determined that an increased pay award was unaffordable and that this would be communicated to the unions. Under Theme 4 - Remuneration and Benefits, the group’s aim to become a Real Living Wage employer had been deferred due to pressure on pay costs from the increase in the National Living Wage (NLW) from 1 April 2023 and the aforementioned pay award negotiations.

A governor asked whether this deferral would be in the long or short term; the Group Director of HR & People Development confirmed that the increased NLW rate was putting pressure on the bottom end of the group’s pay scales, with modelling of the impact currently taking place, and though the group aspired to becoming a Real Living Wage employer this was not felt to be affordable just yet.

A governor congratulated the group on achievement of the Level 5 Maintaining Excellence Better Health at Work Award and suggested that it would be good for governors to get involved in Great Place to Work initiatives where possible. The Group Director of HR & People Development agreed that the external recognition of the group’s work on health and wellbeing was positive and would pass the governor’s congratulations to the HR team.

A governor asked whether stress was having an increased impact on staff; the Group Director of HR & People Development confirmed that this was monitored by the Senior Management Team (SMT) to enable the highlighting of any trends. Targeted support was offered through early interventions on absences and the recently tendered Leadership Programme would also provide managers with training in early intervention and difficult conversations. 

The staff governor highlighted that she was among several staff to have recently completed the Education and Training Foundation’s (ETF) mentoring course and that they would be working with newly appointed staff with the intention of improving staff retention. Governors commented that it would be useful to assess the impact of mentoring on retention.

Governors noted progress on the Great Place to Work Strategy and the future development of a People Strategy to support the wider Strategic Planning for 2023-26.


	F23/5
	Agenda Item 5 – Staff Survey

	
	The Group Director of HR & People Development highlighted that the headline statements for publication presented a positive picture, particularly in the current challenging context. 

In response to a governor’s question about the fall in benchmarking data for the staff survey, the Group Director of HR & People Development explained that, with a similar situation for learner surveys, many colleges were now moving away from QDP. She added that the fall in Quartile A responses between 2021 and 2022 needed to be considered in the context of the smaller number of colleges participating in the survey and QDP’s amended methodology.

[REDACTED] 

Reflecting on staff comments on pay, a governor asked how Etc. pay rates in the departments with the lowest paid staff compared with other colleges. The Group Director of HR & People Development explained that it was difficult to access live data, particularly with pay awards negotiated at a local level; some historic benchmarking data was available which she would discuss with the governor. The Chief Executive added that data on curriculum staff and managers shared between local colleges indicated that their terms and conditions were broadly similar to Etc.’s.

Governors noted the staff survey results for 2022.


	F23/6
	Agenda Item 6 – Staff Professional Development update

	
	The Group Director of HR & People Development gave an update on staff development across the group, including a review of the Learning and Development Strategy, the People Management Group Improvement Plan (GIP) and a review of the appraisal process linked to a new strategic priority. Following staff consultation, a bespoke leadership programme had been developed aimed at line managers and delivered by Cognition Aspire Ltd would be launched in May. It was noted that, although the group’s staff development spend was within the lowest benchmarking band, a large amount of learning and development activity was delivered internally or without any direct cost.

Whilst acknowledging that governors could take some comfort from the high levels of free learning and development activity, a governor suggested that setting a level of staff development spend to reflect the group’s reputation and standing could form part of strategic planning discussions. It was also noted that investment in ongoing staff development was vital for retention of good staff and often negated perceptions about poor pay rates. The Group Director of HR & People Development agreed to include information on the number of days of staff training undertaken for the next meeting.

Governors noted:
i) the update on the current position in relation to staff development;
ii) that a review of the staff development strategy was underway;
iii) that development of a new appraisal and talent management process was underway.


	F23/7
	Agenda Item 7 – HR Policies

	
	The Group Director of HR & People Development highlighted that, in line with a key change in Keeping Children Safe in Education (KCSiE) 2022 on the shortlisting process, the candidate self-disclosure form had been updated to include information on online searches for all successful candidates. It was intended for the process to meet safeguarding best practice whilst not adding unnecessary extensions to recruitment timelines; the HR team would undertake a confidential Google search with outcomes recorded on the Single Central Record (SCR).

In response to governor’s questions, the Group Director of HR & People Development confirmed that this information would be included in offer letters to successful candidates and that they would not be asked for social media account details.

Governors approved the revisions to the Recruitment Policy and Procedure in line with legislative changes in Keeping Children Safe in Education 2022.


	Capital and Facilities Issues

	F23/8
	Agenda Item 8 – Sustainability Update

	
	The Group Director of Marketing explained that the Streamlined Energy and Carbon Report (SECR) for 2021-22 had been developed with the help of the Group Head of Estates; working with Carbon Neutral Britain, the group had been certified as ‘Carbon Neutral’ for the period August 2021 to July 2022. In January 2023, the group had also been recertified to the Investors in the Environment Silver standard and an action plan had been put in place to achieve the highest standard, Green, at the next audit in December 2023. The Green Initiatives Group was represented at the recent Learning Fair and in-house Carbon Literacy training, developed by the Group Director of Marketing, would be rolled out to staff in the August Continuing Professional Development (CPD) programme. Etc. had also been shortlisted in the category for Sustainability in the Educate North Awards, to be held in April 2023.

A governor asked about levels of student engagement with the group’s sustainability strategy, given that they rated environmental issues highly; the Group Director of Marketing confirmed that, as well as no longer using single use plastics or balloons at open events in response to this, there were strong elements on sustainability in tutorial and enrichment and curriculum programmes.

A governor also offered details of the Gulf Strategy Fund which was seeking suppliers of sustainability training to support Gulf countries.

Governors congratulated the group on the award shortlisting and noted the update.


	F23/9
	Agenda Item 9 – Major capital projects update

	
	The Chief Operating Officer confirmed that notification had just been received from the Department for Education (DfE) confirming an allocation of £3.2m from the Further Education Capital Transformation Fund (FECTF); though this was higher than had been anticipated it would leave a substantial funding gap for the NETA relocation project. The preferred alternative, the development of a separate scaffold centre at Pennine Avenue with a slightly smaller scheme at SRC, now seemed more feasible financially though details were yet to be agreed. 

The Wave 4 T Level and staff workspace project at SRC would shortly be going out to tender with potentially four interested contractors; Hall & Partners would be supporting the tender process with proposed arrangements for approval of contractor selector outlined in the report.

A governor asked if the tight timeframes for the SRC work were manageable and whether there would be any impact on students taking exams; the Chief Operating Officer confirmed that the project had been designed with tight timeframes to reduce the levels of disruption and that the project team were aware of this. Acknowledging that works would be starting slightly earlier than ideal, it was confirmed that the Group Exams and Accreditation Manager had put detailed exam arrangements in place and was managing any staff concerns. 

A governor asked whether, with the projected year end variance to budget, there was confidence that the contributions from group funding would still be available to ensure delivery of the upcoming major capital projects. The Chief Operating Officer confirmed that the SRC project could still be delivered with appropriate design and cost management. The Chief Financial Officer added that all current costs were included in the cashflow forecasts though, with Performance Review (PR) 6 performance less positive than she would want, this would impact on cashflow. The committee noted that project overspends were a possibility.

Governors noted the update and:
i) approved the letting of the SRC T Level project to contractors identified through the NEPO framework (as with other current projects);
ii) agreed that approval of the selection of the contractor for the SRC T Level project should be undertaken by the FE Corporation Chair, taking account of advice from the Chair of the Finance and Employment Committee, and that this be subsequently reported to the Finance and Employment Committee.


	Finance Issues

	F23/10
	Agenda Item 10 – Group Monthly Management Accounts (period 6, to 31 January 2023)

	
	The Chief Financial Officer highlighted that MMA6 represented the mid point of the financial year; forecasts had been adjusted following PR6 and reflected a prudent approach given the current challenges and cost pressures. All budget holders had been asked to take a cautious approach to expenditure and new staff requests would continue to be scrutinised with no automatic entitlement to replace posts. The bank covenants for 2022-23 were showing as compliant and the ESFA financial health grade showed the group remained as Good; [REDACTED] 

Inflationary pressures were also impacting the Estates budget.

In response, regular reviews would take place between budget holders and Finance Business Partners and departments of particular concern would meet more regularly with senior managers. [REDACTED] 

A governor asked about the impact of the LGPS revaluation on the budget; the Chief Financial Officer confirmed that employer contributions would rise from 15.2% to 15.7% in April 2023 but would have limited impact in this financial year as the increase was only over four months.

A governor commented on the growing creative, gaming and visual effects (vfx) sector in the region and offered to connect Etc. with a network of industry specialists and employers; the Chief Executive agreed to follow this up.

[REDACTED]; however, the Tees Valley had not experienced the same post-Covid boost to apprenticeships as experienced in other areas. There had also been some reluctance from SMEs (small and medium-sized enterprises) [REDACTED] 

Governors noted the Monthly Management Accounts period 6.


	F23/11
	Agenda Item 11 – Group Budget Monitoring Reports

	
	The Chief Financial Officer explained the new approach of providing a summary of budget monitoring reports, with links to the detailed reports in the meeting reference documents; governors agreed that the key issues had been covered in the previous agenda item and that they supported this new approach to budget monitoring reporting.

Governors noted the budget monitoring reports and recommended approval of the contract increase for NC Group Ltd. to the FE Corporation.


	F23/12
	Agenda Item 12 – Student Recruitment Update

	
	The Group Director of Marketing highlighted that many of the recruitment challenges outlined in her update had already been discussed; [REDACTED] The Business Development Unit (BDU) was now operating at full strength with a new member of staff bringing new connections and contacts which would help to drive apprenticeship recruitment.

With increased applications and offers reported at BP1, the group was well positioned for growth and, ahead of BP2, the focus was now on ensuring that the right learners were on the right courses and on maximising returning learners. There was increasing interest in T Levels, with the recruitment target looking more achievable; HE recruitment would remain an area of focus.

Governors noted the update.


	[bookmark: _Hlk120632074]F23/13
	Agenda Item 13 – Flexi-job Apprenticeships

	[bookmark: _Hlk89079217]
	The Chief Operating Officer confirmed that, at the committee’s request, the possibility of Etc. delivering Flexi-Job Apprenticeships had been explored; with a current pilot scheme involving a small number of providers and a limited curriculum, delivery was not felt to be feasible at this time, though developments would be kept under review for the future.

Governors noted the report.


	[bookmark: _Hlk120632101]F23/14
	Agenda Item 14 – 2023-24 budget development and financial forecasts (including funding allocations)

	
	The Chief Operating Officer outlined the current position for funding allocations from the group’s main sources of public funding for 2023-24, with a comparison against allocations for the current year. This provided the basis for the budget development process, alongside discussions with departments during the PR and BP cycle; it was noted that there were three rounds of BP and, though not all departments had a formal BP2 meeting, this year every department would be asked to complete a BP2 template in order to control expenditure more closely.

The focus on pay costs including addressing any inefficiencies in order to reduce the staff to income ratio was discussed; it was acknowledged that there was a fine balance between finances and the quality of education and that, with the inflationary pressure on non-pay costs, controlling pay costs was critical. Rather than cutting provision and negatively impacting income, the focus needed to be on setting realistic recruitment targets, operating more efficiently and optimising departmental structures. It was also acknowledged that more staff did not necessarily improve quality and outcomes.

A further allocations report would be presented alongside the draft budget for 2023-24 at the committee’s June meeting.

Governors noted the verbal update on budget development and the update on funding allocations.


	F23/15
	Agenda Item 15 – Exceptions to Financial Regulations

	
	The Chief Financial Officer outlined an exception to the tender process to be noted by the committee; the exception had been approved by the Chief Financial Officer and the Chief Executive, and endorsed by the Chair of the Finance and Employment Committee by email, in line with the group’s Financial Regulations. The Interim Group Head of IT had provided a detailed rationale for the purchase of network infrastructure equipment without tender and had worked closely with the Group Procurement Manager to ensure best value.

Governors noted the exception from Financial Regulations regarding tendering.


	Closing Items

	F23/16
	Agenda Item 16 – Any Other Business

	
	There were no items of other business.


	F23/17
	Agenda Item 17 – Approval of Documents for Inspection

	
	It was agreed that the agenda for the current meeting be made available for public inspection; supporting papers for all agenda items were deemed commercial in confidence, with the exception of the published extracts from the staff survey, agenda item 5, and the paper on the exception to Financial Regulations, agenda item 15. The Clerk also reminded governors and officials of the confidential nature of the report and discussion under agenda item 3. Minutes of this meeting, with the exception of the appendix confidential to independent governors, would be made available for public inspection following committee approval. 


	F23/18
	Agenda Item 18 – Dates, times and venues of future meetings

	
	The Clerk confirmed that the next meeting would take place on Tuesday 20 June 2023, 5.30 pm, and added that, due to building work at SRC, governors were asked to consider whether to change the meeting venue or to hold the meeting via Teams. Attendees agreed that they would prefer an in-person meeting and that the Clerk should ascertain whether the meeting could be held at Bede Sixth Form College.

Governors agreed that the committee should revert to holding four meetings in 2023-24 and that the first meeting in the autumn term should focus on staffing issues and policies, with the second meeting focusing on financial updates.


	[bookmark: _Hlk120632588]F23/19
	Agenda Item 19 – Meeting Effectiveness and Key Themes

	
	[bookmark: _Hlk70497420]The effectiveness of the meeting was assessed:
· Meeting managed well and kept to time
· Useful to have comments by email from governors unable to attend the meeting
· Governor scrutiny of budget variances, possible mitigations and their impact
· Useful discussion of apprenticeship forecasting
· Governor challenge on staff professional development spend level, reputational considerations and evidence of additional, and not just financial, investment in staff

The following items were identified as key themes:
· [bookmark: _Hlk121134374]Consideration of financial implications, including pensions, of the proposal to transfer Tees Valley Catering staff and activity to Etc.
· Human Resources related updates on the Great Place to Work Strategy, Staff Survey 2022 results and staff professional development
· Update on Sustainability Strategy and recent group successes
· Major capital projects updates, including NETA options, confirmation of Further Education Capital Transformation Fund allocation and upcoming T Level works at Stockton Riverside College
· Group Monthly Management Accounts and budget monitoring reports for Period 6, to 31 January 2023
· Update on budget development and funding allocations for 2023-24




The meeting ended at 7.05 pm
Approved at a meeting held on 20 June 2023
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