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UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN 
 

UNIVERSITY COURT 
 

MINUTES OF MEETING HELD ON 19 NOVEMBER 2024 
 
Present: Julie Ashworth (in the Chair from minute 59 onwards) 

Ainhoa Burgos Aguilera (via Teams) (except for Minutes 123 to 
146) 
Martin Barker 
Eleanor Bentley (except for part of minute 146) 
Lesley Birse 
George Boyne  
Ewan Cameron 
Martina Chukwuma-Ezike (in the Chair for minutes 57-58)  
Owen Cox (via Teams) 
Iain Grant 
Luke Halliday 
Fiona Islam 
Gary McRae  
Helen Martin  
Caryn Miller  
Lorenzo Moretti 
Alison Rankin (except for minutes 74 to 97) 
Shona Russell (except for minute 146) 
Joachim Schaper 
Christina Schmid 
Diane Skåtun 
Otto Thoresen (via Teams) 
Adaku Ufere 
Neil Vargesson 
Ilia Xypolia 
 

In attendance: Iain Torrance KCVO (except for minute 65 and 140 to 146) 
Louise Thomson (except for minutes 146) 
Seonag Mackinnon (except for minute 146) 
 
Senior Management Team members:  

 
Siladitya Bhattacharya (for minutes 69 to 73) 
Karl Leydecker (for minutes 74 to 146) 
Mark White (except for minute 146) 
 

Clerk: Bruce Purdon 
 
Apologies: No apologies were noted. 
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WELCOME AND RECTOR’S REPORT 
 
57 The Rector opened the meeting and welcomed Lorenzo Moretti to his first 

meeting of Court as a recently appointed Independent Member. 
 
58 The Court received and noted the Rector’s report on recent activities and 

meetings undertaken in the role since the last meeting of Court 
(CT20241119_1). 

 
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST AND REMINDER OF COURT 

AND MEMBER RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
59 The Court noted the standing reminder of the responsibilities of Court and 

members as charity trustees (CT20241119_2). The Principal noted an interest 
in minute 65 as a Trustee of the Development Trust SCIO. The Pro-Chancellor 
noted that, while not a member of Court, he was a Trustee of the Development 
Trust and recused himself from the discussion at minute 65. It was noted that 
Diane Skåtun had a standing item in the register of interests regarding the 
Business School. 

 
MINUTES 

 
60 The minutes of the meeting of held on 18 September 2024 (CT20241119_3.1) 

were approved subject to one amendment to minute 113 and a typographical 
correction to minute 115 that were reported to Court by the Head of 
Governance. The minutes of the meeting of 25 September 2024 
(CT20241119_3.2) were approved. 

 
MATTERS ARISING, ACTION LOG AND DECISIONS BY CIRCULATION 

 
61 The Court received and noted a report on Matters Arising, the Court Action Log 

and decisions reached by circulation (CT20241119_4). As a matter arising, it 
was requested and agreed that the Court hold a closed session later in the 
agenda to discuss a confidential matter (See Minute 146).  

 
62 The Court noted from the paper that it had approved by circulation: 

 
1. The appointment of committee members (Iain Grant to Commercialisation; 

Martin Barker to Governance & Nominations; Otto Thoresen to 
Remuneration Committee); 

2. A recommendation for the University Benefactor Award. 
 

Note by Clerk: The Court also approved by circulation (following the circulation 
of the papers but before the meeting): 

 
(a) the appointment of Lorenzo Moretti as an Independent Member of Court 

with immediate effect; 
(b) the appointment of an Interim University Secretary. 
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home undergraduate students in England could also apply to rest of UK 
students in Scotland and the University would consider if it applied that 
increase or not.  

 
68 The Court noted the update from the Principal and the report. 
 

FINANCE: UNIVERSITY BUDGET AND REPORT ON STUDENT POPULATION 
INTAKE FOR 2024/245 

 
69 The Court received a presentation from the Chief Financial Officer on the 

University’s budget position. This reported on progress towards the 2024/25 
budget target of a £6.7m deficit, where emerging in-year cost pressures would 
require a continued focus on meeting savings targets and wider financial 
control. 

 
70 The presentation was supplemented by a report on the confirmed Student 

Population intake for September 2024/25. Tuition fee income for 2024/25 was 
projected to achieve 98% of the budget target. The resulting shortall in fee 
target was projected at £2.3m but would potentially reduce pending 
agreement with the Scottish Funding Council on the level of fee “clawback”. 

 
71 The reports looked ahead to the January 2025 student intake, where progress 

was very positive. In addition, the University research grant awards showed a 
significant increase on the equivalent stage in 2023/24. 

 
72 The presentation reported on the outlook for 2025/26, where growing revenue 

as well as continued cost control would be key. In this context, a number of 
potential TNE opportunities were highlighted including those that the Court 
had been briefed on during its pre-meeting presentation the previous day. 
Good progress was being made to build the University’s capacity and culture 
to grow commercialisation of academic research. 

 
73 The Court discussed the challenges to student recruitment for UK Business 

Schools and how the University might respond to these.  
  

ANNUAL REPORT/ACCOUNTS AND ASSOCIATED REPORTS 
 

FINANCE AND RESOURCING COMMITTEE REPORT 
 
74 The Court received a report on the business considered by the Finance and 

Resourcing Committee at its meetings of 17 September and 25 September 
respectively (CT20241119_8.1) 

 
75 In discussion, it was noted that a key item of business had been the 

Committee’s consideration of the University’s going concern and the 
Committee Chair welcomed that as reported later in the agenda, confirmation 
of going concern status had been received from the External Auditors. As 
discussed elsewhere in the papers, the Committee Chair noted that there 
remained a need for careful financial control to ensure the University met the 
Covenant compliance tests for 2025/26.  

 
76 In discussion, it was confirmed that with regard to proposals for the reallocation 

of the Salix (SFC) Loan awarded to the University for the Hillhead Heating 
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Network Project, the application for reallocation to SFC was intended to be in 
support of a range of net zero initiatives.  

 
77 Confirmation was provided to Court regarding the mitigating actions in place 

relating to a transnational education partnership and that these were being 
regularly reviewed. 

 
78  The Court:  
 

1. Approved the Committee’s updated Terms of Reference for 2024-25. 
2. Noted the Committee had recommended approval of institutional Net 

Zero Strategy (which Court considered and approved separately at 
minutes 104) 

3. Noted the Committee had recommended approval of the Annual Report 
and Accounts 2023-24 (which Court considered and approved separately 
at minutes 94)  

4. Noted the Committee had recommended approval of the Annual 
Procurement Report 2023-24 (which Court considered and approved 
separately at minute 132) 

5. Noted the further items of business reported to Court. 
 

AUDIT AND RISK COMMITTEE REPORT 
 
79 The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the 

Audit and Risk Committee at its meeting on 7 November 2024 
(CT20241119_8.2).  

 
80 The Court noted a copy of the Letter to those Charged with Governance that 

the Audit and Risk Committee had endorsed the University’s response to it 
under the Committee’s delegated authority. 

 
81 The Court noted that the Committee had recommended to Court for approval 

the Annual Report and Accounts 2023-24 and the Committee’s Annual 
Report.   

 
AUDIT AND RISK COMMITTEE ANNUAL REPORT 
 
82 The Court received and approved the annual report from the Audit and Risk 

Committee (CT20241119_8.3), which had been prepared as recommended 
under the HE Audit Committees Code of Practice as part of the assurance to 
Court regarding the University’s Annual Report and Accounts. 
 
DEBT SUMMARY AND COVENANT COMPLIANCE 2023/24 REPORT 

 
83 The Court received the debt summary and covenant compliance report for 

financial year end 20223/24 (CT20241119_8.4).   
 
84 The paper confirmed that the covenant compliance tests for 2023/24 financial 

year end had been met. The paper reported on the timeframe for repayment of 
loans.  
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CONFIRMATION OF GOING CONCERN 
 
85 The Court received the Going Concern Report (CT20241119_8.5) which had 

been prepared as part of the process for preparation and audit of the Annual 
Report and Accounts and which demonstrated that the University could 
continue on a going concern basis for the period to 31 July 2026. 

 
86 The Court noted that the Report had been endorsed by the Finance and 

Resourcing and Audit and Risk Committees and subject to some clarifying 
amendments, had recommended to Court that the University could continue 
on a going concern basis to 31 July 2026, and that the accounts could be 
prepared on that basis.   

 
87 The Court noted that the paper reported: 
 

• Projected covenant compliance in 2023/24 with significant headroom. 
• The intention to grow revenues and maintain current controlled spending 

levels into 2024/25 and 2025/26, and that financial covenants would be 
met for 2024/25 and 2025/26 with sufficient headroom. 

• The actions taken over the last 18 months to significantly reduce the 
recurring cost base and the plans in place to increase revenues. The 
levels of risk across the key budget assumptions, the impact of the 
sensitivity analysis and the potential mitigating actions over and above 
those in the current budget management have at their disposal if 
required to ensure covenant compliance. In further discussion of this 
point, it was noted that the level of headroom in 2025/26 was limited and 
that, therefore, the University’s financial recovery and cost control would 
have to continue to be carefully monitored.  

• It was also noted that the Going Concern modelling was completed prior 
to the UK Government Budget on the 30th October 2024. The changes to 
Employer’s National Insurance were, therefore, not included within the 
modelling but would feature in the amended budgetary process currently 
underway. 

• The levels of risk in the scenario planning and covenant compliance in 
reviewing and adopting the going concern basis as recommended by the 
Audit and Risk Committee.  

88 In discussion, it was noted that the sensitivity analysis of the potential mitigating 
actions in the event of risk scenarios materialising could be presented in tabular 
form. It was confirmed that while mitigating actions did include early 
retirement/voluntary severance, these did not form part of the budget plan and 
like a number of potential mitigations detailed in the paper, would only be 
required to be considered if there was a significant event or change that made 
the current budget plan unachievable. 

 
89 The Court approved the Confirmation of Going Concern Report and, as 

recommended by the Audit and Risk Committee, that the 2023/24 Accounts 
could be prepared on that basis. 

 
 INTERNAL AUDITOR’S ANNUAL REPORT 
 
90 The Court received and formally noted the Internal Auditor’s Report 2023-24 

(CT20241119_8.6).  
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 EXTERNAL AUDITOR’S REPORT & REPRESENTATION LETTER 
 
91 Court received the Annual Report and Accounts audit results report 2023-24 

from its External Auditor, together with the University’s Management Letter of 
Representations (CT20241119_8.7).  

 
92 The Court noted that the auditors had provided an unqualified opinion and that 

in particular, the material uncertainty clause from the previous year’s Annual 
Report and Accounts could be removed. The Court, taking into account the 
external auditors report and also the separate report on going concern above, 
confirmed that it was satisfied that the material uncertainty clause was no longer 
required. 

 
93 It was confirmed that University management were aware of no further issues 

related to the representation letter which the Court should be notified of. The 
Audit and Risk Committee were therefore satisfied to recommend that the 
Senior Governor could sign the letter on behalf of Court and this was 
approved. 
 
ANNUAL REPORT AND ACCOUNTS FOR YEAR END 31 JULY 2024 

 
94 The Court received the Annual Report and Accounts 2023-24 which were 

recommended by the Audit and Risk Committee for approval 
(CT20241119_8.8).  

 
95 The key points noted from the financial results were:  
 

• University group reported a surplus of £77.0m for the year ended 31 July 
2024. It was noted, however, that the surplus was largely due to the 
planned reversal of the £85.4m Universities Superannuation Scheme 
(USS) provision as a result of the completion of the 2023 valuation 
exercise that returned the Scheme to surplus. It was noted that this was a 
non-cash accounting book entry that did not improve either the 
University’s liquidity or financial covenant positions apart from the gearing 
test.  In addition, strong market performances, resulted in a £7.2m growth 
in the value of the University’s investment portfolios.  

• The underlying deficit from normal operating activities was £8.5m, which 
was better than the projected £12.5m forecast following implementation of 
the Court approved Financial Recovery Plan.  

96 The Court noted its thanks to the Audit and Risk Committee and the Finance 
Team for their work on the Annual Report and Accounts and audit process. 

 
97 The Court, having taken into account the preceding reports and assurance 

documents, approved the Annual Report and Accounts for 2023/24, subject to 
an amendment to the Corporate Governance Statement being made. [Note by 
Clerk: The change was subsequently circulated and confirmed by Court]. 
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REIMAGINING OUR CAMPUSES: PRIORITSATION 
 

98 The Court received an Implementation Plan outlining how the findings and 
recommendations arising from the Reimagining Our Campuses project report 
were proposed to be taken forward (CT20241119_9). 

 
99 The paper set out the high-level Implementation Plan and highlighted in 

particular the prioritised change initiatives which would be taken forward, 
including their initial estimated timelines and alignment with Aberdeen 2040. 
The Court noted that these were: 

 
Asset-Specific Initiatives 

 
• Marischal College East 
• Labs for the Future (incorporating gas safety) 
• King’s Innovation Quarter and Hub 
• MacRobert Transformation and Business School 

 
Campus Initiatives 

• Net-Zero Campuses 
• Campus Experience and Rejuvenation 
• Efficient Space Utilisation 
• Student Accommodation 
• Sporting Estate 
• Digital and Estates Interface 
• Inclusive and Accessible Campuses 
• Disposal of Assets 

 
100 The paper outlined the essential ‘business as usual’ activities within the Estates 

Capital Plan, which were required to underpin the delivery of high-quality 
education and research and to ensure the ongoing safety of staff, students and 
visitors on campus. 

 
101 The Court noted that the Implementation Plan took into account the available 

capital budget, which limited the scale of change initiatives that could progress. 
 
102 Discussion covered a number of aspects of the Plan, the key points from which 

are summarised as follows: 
 
• The Court scrutinised the MacRobert Transformation/Business School 

component of the Plan and the rationale for its prioritisation and cost 
estimates, set against the current difficult external environment for 
international student recruitment. 

• The Court discussed whether the maintenance budget was sufficient and 
whether there was scope to reduce maintenance costs of the estate 
through potential greater use of in-house maintenance teams rather than 
contractors. Court was assured this was being considered. 

• Court was reminded that there was an overarching need to review how 
the University used its estate, where there was under occupancy whether 
due to changed working patterns or for other reasons and how existing 
spaces could be improved for staff/students and more cost effectively. It 
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was recognised that both in terms of sustainability and available finance, 
that new buildings were not the default solution and acknowledged that 
there was further work to do in terms of identifying how to make the most 
effective use of the estate. It was also explained that the linkage to the 
subsequent discussion around Net Zero Strategy, had been part of the 
methodology for prioritisation as shared with Court at its previous meeting. 

• The pace of delivery of the projects was discussed together with whether 
this could be accelerated through external support/partners. 

• It was noted that there were aspects of the University’s sporting facilities 
that needed consideration and that while the Aberdeen Sports Village was 
a world-class facility, there were concerns regarding access and cost for 
students. 

• Court noted that it would be helpful to better understand the linkage 
between projects, the budget and University strategic priorities. It was 
confirmed that a business case and return on investment would be part of 
the information considered for the specific approvals process for each 
project. 

 
103 The Court approved the proposed Implementation Plan, noting that:  
 

(i) the plan would continue to evolve as it is periodically reviewed; and  
(ii) individual programmes and projects would be approved and overseen 

through the normal project management and internal governance 
arrangements. 

 
NET ZERO STRATEGY 

 
104 The Court received the University’s Net Zero Strategy for review and approval 

(CT20241119_10).  
 
105 The Court noted that the Strategy articulated the nature and scale of the net 

zero challenge for the University. It set out a high-level series of illustrative 
pathways and associated targets that framed a journey towards that goal. The 
Strategy outlined the breadth of action required in order to make meaningful 
progress towards achieving the net zero commitment made as part of 
Aberdeen 2040.  

 
106 It was noted that that the development of the strategic framework was the 

beginning of a long-term process to steer the University towards net zero rather 
than being an end in itself. The Court, as well as other groups in the University, 
would have a critical role in helping to develop the long-term financial and estate 
planning parameters necessary to deliver net zero, as well as ensuring that all 
strategic decision-making is consistent with net zero thinking. It was also a 
requirement from the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) all Scottish Higher 
Education (HE) institutions should have net zero strategy in place by the end of 
2024. 

 
107 The Court discussed a number of aspects of the Strategy, the key points of 

which were: 
 

• The approach taken to target setting by emissions scope. This envisaged 
the elimination of Scope 1 & 2 emissions before 2040 – these being 
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predominantly associated with energy use. It was noted that the target 
for reduction of Scope 3 emissions was 55% by 2040 and 90% by 2050. 
This reflected that this was more a complex area for the setting of targets 
and could include indirect emissions associated with a range of disparate 
activities such as business travel, waste disposal or working from home. 
While these had been excluded from the target, which was consistent 
with the approach that many other HE institutions were taking, it was 
noted that this approach within the sector could evolve. 

• The potential investment required to achieve net zero before 2040 which 
was very challenging to estimate but was likely to be significant. Further 
work would be required to factor the cost of net zero delivery into the 
University’s financial planning process.  

• It was confirmed that reducing energy usage and engaging with the 
University community to do that would be a key part of delivering the 
Strategy.  

• The Scottish Government was encouraging institutions to become self-
sufficient in energy and the Court discussed the challenges and risks of 
doing so. The costs of offsetting initiatives were discussed, which were 
noted to be significant and difficult to secure, and as a result the 
University was instead being encouraged to invest in the energy 
efficiency of its estate rather than offset. It was suggested in discussion 
that the “energy grid” could in time decarbonise and the University’s 
approach should be cognisant of that when considering how to achieve 
the Strategy. 

• The potential for partnerships with other organisations to help achieve 
the Strategy would be part of the approach and a number of potential 
opportunities in this regard were noted by the Court. 

• The assessment of future building projects including how they would 
contribute positively to delivery of the Strategy was noted by Court as a 
key part of the way forward. 

108 The Court approved the Strategy. 
 

REPORTS FROM SENATE AND COURT SUB-COMMITTEES 
 

SENATE 
 
109 The Court received and noted a report on the main items of business 

considered by Senate at its meeting on 23 October 2024 (CT20241119_11.1). 
 

GOVERNANCE AND NOMINATIONS COMMITTEE 
 
110 The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the 

Governance and Nominations Committee at its meeting on 5 November 2024.     
(CT20241119_11.2). 

 
111 The Committee Chair noted that the Committee’s recommendations to Court 

regarding potential amendments to Ordinance 434 (Conferring of Degrees) 
required some further consideration in light of new information and would be 
brought back to Court once that had been completed. 

 
 Publication of Court Papers 
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112 The Committee considered a recommendation from the Committee to amend 
current agreed practice with regard to the publication of Court papers. It was 
noted that current practice had been to make the papers, bar those deemed 
confidential or commercially sensitive, publicly available on the University 
website following each meeting of Court. The Committee had considered a 
review of practice in Scotland which indicated that the University was one of 
only two universities that shared papers in this way. It noted that this went 
beyond the requirements of the Scottish Code of Good HE Governance. It 
was therefore recommended that papers should be published to staff and 
students only, with the wider public remaining able to request access, 
including through Freedom of Information requests. 

 
113 In discussion, the potential for an increase in freedom of information requests 

to the Secretariat and Data Protection teams was noted along with how the 
revised approach could be monitored. This would be explored further by the 
governance team 

 
114 Following discussion, the Court approved the proposed change to practice as 

recommended by the Committee. 
 
 Benefactor Award 
 
115 The Court received and considered a nomination proposal for a Benefactor to 

the University Award in recognition of the generous philanthropic support of 
two individuals to the University of Aberdeen.  The nomination had been 
recommended by the Compliance Committee of the University of Aberdeen 
Development Trust SCIO for further consideration by the Governance and 
Nominations Committee and Court. 

116 The Court discussed and considered a number of points that the Governance 
and Nominations Committee had highlighted in its report and as part of the 
due diligence review. After taking these into account, the Court approved the 
proposed award. 

 
 University Gift Acceptance Policy 
 
117 The Court received a draft University Gift Acceptance Policy, which had been 

considered by the Governance and Nominations Committee. The Committee 
had requested some amendments to the draft and with these having been 
made, it was recommended to Court for approval. 

 
118 The Court noted that while the Development Trust SCIO was the main vehicle 

for the receipt of philanthropic support and therefore already had a Gift 
Acceptance Policy in place, it was necessary for the University to have a 
similar policy for circumstances when it sought and accepted philanthropic 
gifts directly.  The proposed Gift Acceptance Policy, therefore, mirrored the 
one that was already in place for the University of Aberdeen Development 
Trust SCIO.  

 
119 In discussion, it was confirmed that while the policy barred acceptance of 

donations from the tobacco industry it would be checked as to whether this 
included e-cigarettes and if not that this would be added. As a separate point 
of discussion, it was further noted that there was an obligation on the 
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University as a charity to have a policy to ensure it met the responsibilities on 
charities to “know their donors”. 

 
120 While approving the Policy in principle subject to the inclusion of the point 

noted on e-cigarettes, the Court agreed that it would be appropriate for the 
University to undertake some further engagement with the Development Trust 
SCIO on the Policy before it was formally approved. The Court, therefore, 
agreed to defer formal approval of the Policy until that further engagement 
had been completed, at which point it would be brought back to Court. 

 
 Committee Terms of Reference 
 
121 The Court approved updates to the Committee’s Terms of Reference. It noted 

that, as previously requested by Court, the Committee had received a 
document prepared by the Secretariat to consolidate in one place the role 
description used for recruitment of co-opted members in the further 
particulars, together with the terms of appointment issued in letters of 
appointment.  

 
 Corporate Governance Statement for Annual Report and Accounts 
 
122 The Court noted that the Committee had reviewed and approved the 

Corporate Governance Statement for inclusion in the Annual Report and 
Accounts for year ending 31 July 2024. 

 
REMUNERATION COMMITTEE 

 
123 The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the 

Remuneration Committee at its meeting on 30 October 2024 
(CT20241119_11.3.).  

 
124 The Court noted that the meeting had been convened to agree the 

remuneration parameters for the roles of University Secretary and Chief 
Operating Officer respectively. This had been informed by sector 
benchmarking data and trends for both roles, the desired experience level of 
potential applicants and the University’s budget. In agreeing the parameters, 
the Committee had noted it could if required reconsider these to attract 
sufficiently experienced candidates to support the University in these key 
strategic roles.  

 
125 In discussion, it was noted that it was not normal practice to share the details 

of the median beyond the Committee and that an example noted of when this 
had been published for a Senior Management Team role was confirmed as 
having been an isolated case.  

 
126 The Court noted the report and the assurance it provided regarding how the 

Committee had reviewed and agreed the salary parameters for the two roles. 
 

COMMERCIALISATION COMMITTEE 
 
127 The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the 

Commercialisation Committee at its meeting on 31 October 2024. 
(CT20241119_11.4.) 
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difficult to quickly  understand. Shorter papers, written specifically for a 
Court audience were requested. 

• Discussion touched on how could the University could make its decision 
making more agile, to free up staff time and for changes to be taken 
forward quicker. 
 

PARTNERSHIP, NEGOTIATING & CONSULTATIVE COMMITTEE 
 
142 The Court received for information a report on the main items of business 

considered by the Partnership, Negotiating & Consultative Committee at its 
meeting on 31 October 2024. 

 
VOTE OF THANKS  

 
143 The Court noted that it would be the Rector’s last meeting before concluding 

her term of office on 31 December 2024. The Court expressed its 
considerable thanks to the Rector for her service to the Court, to the student 
community and as an ambassador for the University in the wider community. 
The Rector expressed how it had been an honour and privilege to serve as 
Rector and conveyed her gratitude to everyone who had supported her to 
undertake the role. 

 
144 The Court had also, at its pre-meeting the evening before, expressed its 

thanks and appreciation to Professor Neil Vargesson, who was stepping down 
from his role as Senate Assessor to Court early in the New Year.   

 
145 The Court also noted that it was also the last meeting before the Head of 

Governance left the University and expressed its thanks to her for her hard 
work and support to Court and University governance generally. 

 
CLOSED BUSINESS SESSION: CONFIDENTIAL TO MEMBERS OF COURT 

 
Non-Members of Court left the meeting at this point, bar the Clerk. 

 
146 The Court met in closed session to consider a further item of confidential 

business. The remainder of the minute of that discussion is confidential to 
Court. 

 
DATE OF NEXT MEETING 

 
147 The Court noted that the date of its next meeting was Wednesday, 26 February 

2025, 9am to 4pm. 




