
UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN 
 

BUSINESS COMMITTEE OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL 
 

MINUTES OF MEETING HELD ON 9 JULY 2020 
 

Present: Duncan Macniven (Convener), Mel Roberts (Vice-Convener), Nuala Booth, Eric 
Crockart, Colin Duncan, Jennie Gibson, Tom Lynch, Euan Mackenzie, Jan McRobbie, Alan 
Milne, Dan Montgomery, Jenny Mordue, Graeme Nicol, Iain Percival, Kathleen Preston, 
Patricia Pugh, Susan Strachan, Judith Taylor and Brian Wood, with Professor George Boyne 
(Principal), Steve Cannon (Interim University Secretary) and Nicole Cochrane (Clerk). 
 
Apologies: Maggie Chapman (Rector), Willie MacColl, Lynne Mennie, Jennifer Shirreffs, 
Mary Stephen and Mark Strange 
   
 
1. WELCOME AND APOLOGIES 

 
The Convener welcomed the committee, particularly Susan Strachan who was attending her 
first meeting. 
 
Ms Cochrane shared the apologies received. 
  
2. UPDATE FROM PRINCIPAL PROFESSOR GEORGE BOYNE 
 
The Convener welcomed the Principal to the meeting. 
 
Professor Boyne provided an update on the University in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
He confirmed that plans were well underway to enable a safe return to teaching in 
September.  
 
Professor Boyne confirmed an expected £43m shortfall in revenue for 2021. They anticipate 
a likely reduction in international students, although the general feedback has been that 
students still want to come. He raised that while suppression is going well in Scotland there 
is a perception of the virus being handled badly in the UK, noting that during recessions the 
demand for higher education tends to go up. The University expects to see financial 
recovery in 2021/22 and there is no danger of bankruptcy. They anticipate a 1-year serious 
hit followed by recovery. 
 
Professor Boyne explained that certain activities were beginning to resume on campus 
(some research etc.) The University is taking guidance from the Government and checking 
their plans are in alignment to get students back on campus, although he confirmed there 
will not be the same level of face to face teaching. Some students may have reduced 
immunity or come from parts of the world where it would be unsafe to travel, therefore all 
teaching will be online initially. He noted they are more optimistic than pessimistic and are 
hoping to resume some work on the 2040 strategy soon. 
  
The Convener asked about the furlough scheme and the plans for return following this, 
regarding welfare support. Professor Boyne confirmed that no jobs were currently at risk and 
that all of these positions are needed. The University will also receive an additional £500k in 
extra financial support for keeping these individuals on, which was the plan regardless. 
Welfare support for staff continues to operate at a distance and nothing has been withdrawn.  
 
 



Professor Boyne noted that the Development Trust has been raising funds for students in 
hardship, which has now reached £180k and continues to grow. This is well above the 
original £150k target. 
  
Ms Taylor suggested that as online courses have already been created and are available 
these should be actively marketed. Professor Boyne agreed. 
 
Mr Montgomery asked about any requests they have had to defer and how this is being 
handled. Professor Boyne confirmed they have received no higher rate of deferral than in 
previous years, which suggests students are waiting to see how this year plays out.    
  
Mr Duncan asked if there were plans in place should a second lockdown occur, or a spike in 
the virus. Professor Boyne explained that Campus Planning is taking this into account in 
their plans. 
 
Ms Pugh asked if there were any plans for mergers of Higher Education providers of the 
North East. Professor Boyne confirmed that there is nothing happening in that regard 
currently, however there is plenty collaborative work happening between the University and 
RGU and NESCOL. He noted that mergers are expensive and distracting when the focus 
needs to be on education and research. 
 
Mr Lynch made reference to something he’d seen in the paper, stating that reserves were 
going down to £4.5m. He asked if this was correct and if so, was this uncomfortable. 
Professor Boyne explained that it was, however, there were various staging posts for when 
to make decisions for what happens next. Their current expectation is that this will be better 
than anticipated.  
 
Ms Preston asked what the strategy was long term for reducing the reliance on international 
students. Professor Boyne said that they are doing their best to ensure a balanced portfolio 
and revenue, which in the past has been too reliant on Government funding. He explained 
that Aberdeen’s reliance on international students was far lower than other Universities. 
  
Ms Roberts suggested that rather than students deferring because they need to spend the 
year elsewhere and can’t return to campus, that they could consider setting up a social 
network to get the student experience started before they can come to campus. Professor 
Boyne confirmed that it’s clear if students can’t come in September they can start online and 
join in person when they can, hopefully January. Meantime he agreed that social networks 
are a great idea to replicate some of that experience. 
 
The Convener spoke of there being fears of foreign interference in the running of 
universities, particularly from China. He asked if this was a significant factor for Aberdeen. 
Professor Boyne confirmed that it is not, explaining that this concern seems to come more 
from worry around the relationship between governments; which the University sees almost 
nothing of. He commented that he believes this is exaggerated in the media and were it not 
for the media there would be no issue at all. 
  
The Convener noted the letter of support the committee sent to the Principal and reiterated 
the offer to assist wherever possible. Professor Boyne thanked the committee for their 
support. He asked if anyone could advise on their connections to Scottish Government in 
Edinburgh, noting that the physical distance from Holyrood doesn’t help with Government 
connections. 
 
 



Ms Roberts suggested Lewis MacDonald would be a good person to ask to mentor in this 
area. Professor Boyne agreed this was a good idea, noting he hadn’t considered asking Mr 
MacDonald to take on that specific role. 
 
The Convener thanked Professor Boyne for attending.  
 
3. MINUTES 
 
The minutes were noted and approved. 
 

 
4. MATTERS ARISING 
 
There were no matters arising. 
 
Ms Roberts queried who the members of the University’s Marischal East working group 
were. Professor Mordue agreed to find out this information.  
 

5. SUMMER STATUTORY MEETING 

The Convener shared a paper with proposed arrangements and agenda for the next 
Statutory Meeting of the General Council (postponed from May 2020 due to Covid-19). The 
committee approved proceeding with a virtual General Council Meeting on Thursday 06 
August 2020 at 4.30pm. 
 
The proposed agenda was also approved. 
 

6. GENERAL COUNCIL MEMBERSHIP ON COURT 
 
The Convener raised that the four Court members on the committee would be due to retire 
from the committee in the next 1-3 years and that at least 6 months’ notice was required to 
be given for changes to Standing Orders. This means that no changes can be in place until 
May 2021. 
 
The Convener asked Mr Cannon what the governance report he is working on will say 
regarding General Council Assessors. Mr Cannon confirmed the report is almost complete 
and his personal view would be to agree that four Court members should also be General 
Council members. He confirmed that the report leaves this point open for discussion. 
  
The Convener noted that it remains unclear if they will be in a position to approve these 
matters in May next year. 
  
The committee agreed that they were happy to allow the Convener and Mr Crockart to 
continue working on this. 
 
Professor Mordue raised that it might be helpful to propose that the notice on standing 
orders be changed to 3 months. She also suggested it might be useful to propose 
suspension of standing orders. The Convener agreed they could consider this as a safety 
net. 
  
Ms Pugh spoke of balancing membership on the committee, getting new members versus 
members being able to go back after 9 years.  It was agreed it would be useful to have 
further discussion around this point. 



Ms Roberts commented on the readability of draft proposed changes. The Convener agreed 
to send the document to Ms Roberts for review.   
  
Mr Crockart noted that the online format of the meeting is an opportunity to spark new 
interest, so it would be best not to dwell too long on such a dry subject. Ms Roberts agreed 
with this. 
 
7. COURT MINUTES FROM MAY 2020 MEETING 
 
The Committee noted the minutes. 
 
8. AOCB 
 
There was no further concerning business. 
 
9. DATE OF NEXT MEETING 

 
Thursday 1 October 2020, 4pm, MS Teams 
 
 
 


