CONFIRMED — PART CONFIDENTIAL as per redactions

UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN
UNIVERSITY COURT
MINUTES OF MEETING HELD ON 26 FEBRUARY 2025

Present: Julie Ashworth (in the Chair)
Ainhoa Burgos Aguilera
Martin Barker
Eleanor Bentley
Lesley Birse
George Boyne
Ewan Cameron (via Teams)
Owen Cox
lona Fyfe (via Teams from minute 180 onwards)
lain Grant
Luke Halliday
Ayten Hajiyeva (except for minute 201 onwards)
Richard Hepworth-Young
Fiona Islam
Gary McRae
Helen Martin
Caryn Miller
Lorenzo Moretti
Alison Rankin (except for minute 201 onwards)
Shona Russell
Joachim Schaper
Christina Schmid
Diane Skatun (except for minutes 180 onwards)
Adaku Ufere
llia Xypolia

In attendance: lain Torrance KCVO (except for minute 201onwards)
Senior Management Team members:
Fraser Bell (Chief Operating Officer designate) (for minutes 163 to
200)
Karl Leydecker (for minutes 163 to 200)
Nick Forsyth (for minutes 163 to 172 and minutes 177 to 179)
Jo-Anne Murray (for minutes 163 to 172 and minutes 177 to 179)
Samantha Waters
Mark White (for minutes 163 to 200)

Clerk: Bruce Purdon

Apologies: Otto Thoresen
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WELCOME AND SENIOR GOVERNOR'’S REPORT

The Senior Governor opened the meeting, noting that lona Fyfe, Rector, was
unable to do so due to a previous diary commitment but would join the meeting
later in the day. The Senior Governor welcomed Ayten Hajiyeva and Richard
Hepworth-Young to their first meetings as members of Court. The Senior
Governor also noted that Fraser Bell, Chief Operating Officer (Designate) would
join to observe the meeting later in the agenda.

The Senior Governor noted that Otto Thoresen had advised that he would retire
from the Court on 31 March 2025. The Court recorded its thanks and
appreciation for his service to it and to the wider University and expressed its
best wishes to Mr Thoresen.

The Court received and noted the Senior Governor’s report on recent activities
and meetings undertaken in the role since the last meeting of Court
(CT20250226_1).

RETIREMENT OF THE PRINCIPAL

The Principal advised the Court that he would retire from the role in December
2025, noting that this was a decision he had reached in 2024 with the intention
of retiring at the end of the seven year term of office he had accepted in 2018
but that due to subsequent changes in the Senior Management Team, he had
deferred this and the date of retirement to December 2025. The Principal
expressed his pride and gratitude for having had the opportunity to undertake
the role. He noted that the University’s league table position and research
awards were very positive and put the institution in a strong position to attract
excellent candidates. The Principal noted that there remained much to progress
over the remainder of 2025 to ensure the University’s success and he was
committed to doing so, with the support of Court.

The Court recorded its considerable thanks and appreciation to the Principal
for his service over the past seven years and the many successes that his
leadership had helped the University community to achieve.

The Senior Governor confirmed that as an additional item on the agenda the
Court would consider the process for the recruitment of the next Principal (See
Minutes 201 to 202).

DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST AND REMINDER OF COURT
AND MEMBER RESPONSIBILITIES

The Court noted the standing reminder of the responsibilities of Court and

members as charity trustees (CT20250226_2). It was noted that Diane Skatun
had a standing item in the register of interests regarding the Business School.
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MINUTES

The minutes of the meeting of held on 19 November 2024 (CT20250226 4.1)
were received. Following discussion regarding some aspects of the minutes,
the Court agreed the following amendments: to the attendance list; to record at
minute 61 that a closed business session of Court was requested and took
place (as noted later in the draft minute); and at minute 144 to correct the timing
of when a vote of thanks to a retiring member was made. Note by Clerk: a
correction to minute 86 with regard to a misstatement/typographical error of a
date range was also notified to the Clerk in advance of the meeting and
corrected in the final version.

The minutes of the closed business session held on 19 November 2024
(CT20250226_4.2) were deferred and would be considered by circulation.

MATTERS ARISING, ACTION LOG AND DECISIONS BY CIRCULATION

The Court received and noted a report on Matters Arising, the Court Action Log
and decisions reached by circulation (CT20250226_5).

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

1. Approval of the appointment of Ayten Hajiyeva as an Independent
Member of Court.

2. Approval of a recommendation from the Selection Committee to appoint
Samantha Waters as Chief Governance Officer & University Secretary.

In discussion, it was agreed that Court should receive information on actions
being taken under the Net Zero Strategy. It was also agreed that the Court
should receive a report on the Staff Survey at its April 20205 meeting.

Action: Clerk

The Court discussed whether it should hold a discussion to consider the Report
of the Review of the Change Management Process in the Modern Languages,
Translation and Interpretation Cluster of the School of Languages, Literature,
Music and Visual Culture (the recommendations and redacted version of the
report having been previously shared with Court). It was noted that some
members had in advance of the meeting requested such a discussion with a
view to ensuring that the Court reflected on any learnings in terms of its role for
any similar change management processes in the future. A number of views
were expressed on what the purpose of such a discussion would be and the
Senior Governor agreed to reflect on the matter further.

It was noted that with the retirement of Otto Thoresen from Court, there would

be a vacancy arising for the Chair of the Court’s Pensions Advisory Group to
be filled.
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EXTENDED DISCUSSION LED BY THE PRINCIPAL: THE CHANGING HE
SECTOR CONTEXT AND THE UNIVERSITY’S RESPONSE

163 The Principal led an extended discussion on the changing financial and
competitive context of the higher education sector, both in the UK and in
Scotland, and arising from that, posed a series of strategic questions on what
the implications of this might be for the University in the short, medium and
long-term. The intention was to begin a discussion around if, and where, the
University’s future direction and strategy would need to evolve in response to
what appeared to be a fundamentally changing environment, in which the
financial sustainability of a growing number of institutions across the UK and in
Scotland, had reached a critical point.

164 The Court also received a written report (CT20250226_6) on developments
within the University and in the wider higher education sector.

165 The Court discussed a wide range of issues and scenarios, the key points of
which are summarised as follows:

Funding and Financial Sustainability

166 The impact of no real terms increase in the unit of resource for teaching for
Scottish institutions for a significant number of years, the major decline in the
international student market and the impact of inflation/rising costs, meant that
the sustainability of many universities across the UK was reaching a critical
point as had been evidenced from recent announcements in the media. The
prospect of the funding settlement for Scottish universities from Scottish
Government improving significantly remained doubtful. While new revenue
streams and opportunities did exist, it was noted that these could take a number
of years to be realised.

167 The University was at present on a firm financial footing which, relative to the
position of others, could present opportunities to attract staff and students. A
number of members noted, however, the challenges ahead given that several
areas had structural deficits and that the University overall was operating at a
deficit which could not be sustained indefinitely. It was noted that regardless of
whether government funding models might change, the University had to shape
its own future in a way that protected its interests and the Court was responsible
for ensuring its sustainability as an institution. A number of members noted that
there was a short window of time for the University to consider and ensure that
it was of the right shape and size and with a cost base that allowed it the
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resilience to adapt to the emerging new strategic and financial context for UK
higher education, whether that was positive or negative.

Scottish Government Position

The Court discussed the potential approach that the Scottish Government might
take to the current financial challenges in Scottish universities. It was known
that the Scottish Government was considering greater regulation and influence
in the governance of universities and that the response of governing bodies to
financial challenges was, therefore, under scrutiny. It was also possible that the
Scottish Government could examine duplication of provision within the sector,
greater collaboration or mergers.

Duplication of Provision and Collaboration

The Court discussed examples of where there was duplication of provision in
the Scottish sector and the extent to which institutions were competing against
one another and whether the changing context would see an impetus towards
greater collaboration or mergers. While these were not currently being
proposed by Scottish Government, it was suggested that the University should
be prepared for that scenario and what its response would be.

Maximising areas of Strength

A key question for any refreshing of strategic direction would be what the
anticipated level of student demand might be in 5 to 10 years time and in what
disciplines. What would the implications of that be for the current size and
shape of the University and its areas of focus. The University was a broad
based institution in terms of its academic offering. Did that remain the right
approach? Was broad based necessarily incompatible with having a focus on
areas of excellence, for example, in research? ldentifying where the areas of
strength were, in teaching or in research, with the capacity to generate new
revenue, to support the reinvestment that the University’s future success
depended on, would be key.

Flexibility and Adaptability to Change and New Opportunities

The Court discussed the University’s ability to adapt to changing circumstances
and to manage change. A number of members noted that if the University was
to undergo a strategic change, then it was crucial that it had a culture in which
that change, and the reasons for it, were explained and understood by the
University community. A number of members also highlighted the need to be
sensitive to and considerate of the position of staff, particularly where any
restructuring was being considered.

The Court agreed on the urgent need for it to continue the discussion on what

the University’s future strategy should be given the hugely significant changes
and pressures being experienced by the sector.
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FINANCE: REPORT ON FORECAST BUDGET POSITION

The Court received the University’s monthly financial report for December
(CT20250226_6) a further updated version of which was also circulated
together with a presentation from the Chief Financial Officer (which due to
pressure of time was received but not given).

The report noted that the University’s budget deficit target for the year was
(£6.6m) and the current forecast projection was for a (£7.4m) deficit. The report
provided further information on: the savings targets for each School and
Directorate, student fee income, research awards and applications, capital
expenditure, debt covenants and the aged debt profile.

The Court discussed the report in depth from which the following key points
were noted:

e It was noted that Senior Management were confident that at this stage of
the financial year, the budget target would be met. Court noted that Audit
and Risk Committee and Finance and Resource Committee had both
sought further reassurance on this point.

e |t was noted from the report that the current projected deficit included the
release of balance sheet provisions of £3m to help manage emerging in-
year costs pressures including the pay award, increases in employer
national insurance and a shortfall in student fee income. It was explained
that while these provisions were not cash, their use in the longer term was
not sustainable and it was important that Court was cognisant of that.

e |t was noted that each School had a plan to achieve their savings target.
The main mechanism within that was, however, through management of
staff turnover. Concern was expressed at whether this would be sufficient
to achieve the savings required and in the time-frame available to do so.

e Discussion then returned to the earlier debate on the future strategy of the
University and the medium-term financial horizon. Approaches to how
structural deficits within Schools should be evaluated and managed were
discussed. Some members noted their view that continued vacancy
management was not an indefinite solution to the financial position of the
University and eventually could have a negative impact on staff morale and
on securing a successful future for the institution. It was suggested that
there now needed to be a focus on what the right size and shape of the
University was to enable it to move beyond a cycle of recurring savings
targets. Future financial pressures, such as inflation, would mean it was
likely that the structural deficits of Schools would continue to be issues if
not addressed. It was, therefore, recognised by the Senior Management
Team that the financial position of each School needed to be thoroughly
considered, with robust data sets, but this also needed to be in the round,
taking into account the academic contribution and value added by each
School to the University’s overall position and mission.

e |t was also noted that discussions on institutional size and shape, could
have significant implications for staff and for students, with the potential for
negative media coverage if done in haste or not undertaken carefully. It
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was acknowledged that any future discussions should be conducted with a
sensitivity to these issues and with the minimum disruption to the
functioning of the University. It was also suggested that the Court should
not take decisions on any significant restructuring without first having
considered the Gordon Report.

¢ Noting the position and scrutiny that some other universities in Scotland
were under, the Court was reminded of its obligation to protect the
University’s future.

The Court agreed it should receive at its next meeting a report which:

e provided an update on progress against the 2024/25 budget target, in
particular with regard to the savings required within Schools.

e provided Court with assurance on how any remaining savings required at
that point to achieve the budget target would be delivered, either through
the current agreed mechanisms or any further potential mechanisms if
required.

e with reference to the earlier discussion on future strategy, size and shape,
provided robust data and information (financial and non-financial) on the
performance of each School to allow Court to understand, across a 3 year
timeframe, the extent of any structural deficits but also the contribution of
each School to the University’s overall academic performance and mission.

Action: Senior Management Team

EDUCATION AND RESEARCH UPDATES
Education Update

The Court received a paper and presentation on activities and actions that were
being taken forward in support of the University’s strategic priorities in
education and the student experience (CT20250226_9.1). This provided
updates across a number of areas including: widening access, employability,
learning & assessment and progress measured against key performance
indicators.

Research Update

The Court received a paper and presentation providing an update on research
and on the Research Excellence Framework 2029 (REF) and the University’s
preparations for that.

The paper reported on research grant applications and awards, where it was
noted that the growth in the number and value of these was encouraging. The
paper and presentation provided an overview of how the REF process worked,
although for REF 2029 there remained a number of areas of the exercise where
the rules and guidance remained to be confirmed. These were expected to be
finalised by 2026. The report provided an update on progress with the
University’s REF action plan and the most recent assessment of staff outputs
at University level and by School. The Court also noted the significance of the
outcome of the process for the University’s research block grant.
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RECTOR’S REPORT

The Court received and noted the report from the Rector on the activities she
had undertaken in the role since appointment on 1 January 2025
(CT20250226_10).

TNE PARTNERSHIPS

The Court received a paper on two potential transnational education projects
(CT20250226_8). Due to ongoing progression through the continued
development of the projects, however, these were deferred to a future
additional meeting of Court to ensure that the information necessary for Court
to reach any decisions was available. The papers would be updated as required
for more detailed consideration at that point.

The Court had a brief discussion on some aspects of the respective projects
and was assured that the comments made together with those that had been
received at the Court’s informal pre-meeting presentation the preceding day,
would be fed into the ongoing development of the projects with the respective
partners.

REPORTS FROM SENATE AND COURT SUB-COMMITTEES
SENATE

The Court received and noted a report on the main items of business
considered by Senate at its meeting on 4 December 2024 (CT20250226_11.1.).

GOVERNANCE AND NOMINATIONS COMMITTEE

The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the
Governance and Nominations Committee at its meeting on 3 February 2025
(CT20250226_11.2).

Recruitment of Independent Members of Court

The report detailed the consideration that had been given by the Committee to
a forthcoming vacancy for the position of Chair of Audit and Risk
Committee/Independent Member of Court arising from 31 July 2025 and a
further vacancy for an independent member arising on 31 March 2025. The
report set out the Committee’s consideration of the skills profile for the role of
Chair of Audit and Risk and that in addition to the necessary skills/experience
priorities for both vacancies, the recruitment process should also have an
emphasis on enhancing the diversity of Court’'s membership. The report also
detailed the composition of the Appointment Panel that had been agreed by the
Committee with delegated authority to make recommendations for appointment
to Court and that the process would be supported by external recruitment
consultants.
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The Court, on the recommendation of the Committee approved the focus of the
recruitment process for an independent member of Court for the role of Chair
Audit and Risk Committee and noted the further vacancy for an independent
member to be recruited to.

Vacancies on Court Sub-Committees

The Court approved the Committee’s recommendations for appointment to sub-
committees as follows:

Audit and Risk Committee

¢ Independent Member of Court: 1 vacancy To appoint Lorenzo Moretti

Commercialisation Committee

e Student Member of Court or Rector as Student Representative: 1 Vacancy
To appoint Ainhoa Burgos.

The Court noted that the Committee also agreed that this aspect of the
composition of the Commercialisation Committee should be reviewed in
consultation with the Students’ Association, the Rector and the Chair of
Commercialisation Committee. Action: CGO & University Secretary

Finance and Resources Committee

e Independent Member of Court: 1 vacancy To appoint Ayten Hajiyeva
e Senate Assessor: 1 Vacancy To appoint Richard Hepworth-Young

The Court also noted the process to be undertaken for the annual review of
Court and Court sub-committee effectiveness that had been agreed by the
Committee.

REMUNERATION COMMITTEE

The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the
Remuneration Committee at its meeting on 29 January 2025
(CT20250226_11.3).

The Court approved, on the recommendation of the Committee, that the
University should not undertake a senior staff pay exercise in 2025. The
Committee’s recommendation was on the basis of its consideration of a number
of factors, including the current financial context, recent retention cases and
any subsequent retention risks associated with the proposal.

The Court was assured that where used, retention payments had been subject
to the appropriate approvals. It was noted, however, that the Committee was
reviewing this and would be considering a paper on the parameters for the use
of retention payments. Action: Director of People

Note by Clerk: Subsequent to the meeting it was clarified that there is not a
retention payment policy document.
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AUDIT AND RISk COMMITTEE

The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the
Audit and Risk Committee at its meeting on 28 January 2025
(CT20250226_11.4). It was noted that the main item of business had been the
financial forecast that Court had considered earlier in the meeting.

FINANCE AND RESOURCING COMMITTEE

The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the
Finance and Resourcing Committee at its meeting on 6 February 2025
(CT20250226_11.5). It was noted that the main item of business had also been
the financial forecast that Court had considered earlier in the meeting.

COMMERCIALISATION COMMITTEE

The Court received a report on the main items of business considered by the
Commercialisation Committee at its meeting on 23 January 2025
(CT20250226_11.6). The Court received and formally noted the Committee’s
approval (under the delegated authority granted to it by Court at its November
2024 meeting) of the institutional Knowledge Exchange and Innovation Fund
Strategy, which was subsequently submitted to the Scottish Funding Council
by the deadline of 31 January 2025.

GOVERNANCE AND REGULATORY
Items of Business Deferred

The Court received the University’s draft Public Sector Equality Duty Report for
2025 (CT20250226 12.1) and a proposed update to the University’s
Collections Development Policy (CT20250226_12.2). Both items were deferred
to enable more agenda time for discussion of the recruitment of the next
Principal.

Mechanisms for the Assurance of Quality of Education Provision

The Court received and noted an update on the University’s mechanisms for
the assurance of quality of Education provision (CT20250226 12.3). This
included an update on the Scottish Funding Council’'s (SFC) new tertiary quality
assurance arrangements (the Tertiary Quality Enhancement Framework
(TQEF)) and the University’s 2023/24 Institutional Self-Evaluation Action Plan
for SFC which it required also be shared with the Court.

Outcome Agreement with the Scottish Funding Council for 2023/24

The Court received and noted the University’s Self-Evaluation Report of its SFC
Outcome Agreement for 2023/24 (CT20250226_12.4).
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Gaelic Language Plan 2025-30

The Court received a report advising it of changes made to the University’s new
Gaelic Language Plan in response to feedback from Bord na Gaidhlig on a draft
which had previously been approved by Court in September 2024
(CT20250226_12.5). The Court also noted that the amendments had been
approved on behalf of Court by the Senior Governor.

COURT SCHEDULE OF BUSINESS

The Court received a reminder of its current schedule of business for the year
(CT20250226_13).

RECRUITMENT OF THE PRINCIPAL AND VICE-CHANCELLOR

The Interim University Secretary provided Court with a presentation which
outlined the governance and indicative process for the recruitment of the
Principal and Vice-Chancellor.

The Court discussed various points of clarification with regard to the process
including the composition and size of the Court Selection Committee, the
indicative timeline, the use of recruitment consultants and how engagement
with the wider University community would be integrated into the process. The
Court also discussed how the announcement of the current Principal’s
retirement from the role would be managed.

MEDIA REPORT

The Court received for information a media monitoring report for the period July
to December 2024.

PARTNERSHIP, NEGOTIATING & CONSULTATIVE COMMITTEE
The Court received for information a report on the main items of business
considered by the Partnership, Negotiating & Consultative Committee at its
meeting on 3 February 2024.
DATE OF NEXT MEETING

The Court noted that the date of its next meeting was Wednesday, 30 April
2025, 9am to 4pm.
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