
UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN 
 

BUSINESS COMMITTEE OF THE GENERAL COUNCIL 
 

MINUTES OF MEETING HELD ON 1 OCTOBER 2020 
 

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

 
The Convener welcomed the committee and explained that Colin Duncan has resigned from 
his position on Court. Due to his membership being dependent on his seat on Court he will 
also be leaving the Business Committee. 
 
The Convener proposed writing to Mr Duncan with a note of thanks and the committee 
agreed to this. It was also agreed that Mr Duncan should be allowed to attend future 
meetings as an ‘observer’ should he wish to do so. 
 
Ms Cochrane shared the apologies received. 
  
2. MINUTES 

 
The minutes were noted and approved 
 
3. MATTERS ARISING 
 
In Mr Cannon’s absence, the Convener provided a short report on the University in relation 
to Covid-19 response. 
 
The Convener confirmed that the term began at the revised September start date. There has 
been a great deal of communication from the University to staff and students, including 
signposting for support resources. Some teaching is taking place face to face, although it is 
unclear how much is happening. Some students (currently 82) were self-isolating having 
tested positive - in a mix of halls of residence, private lets etc. There is no evidence of a 
spread from these cases to the wider community. The most communication to students, from 
Debbie Dyker, Acting Director of Operations, and Nick Edwards, Head of Student Support on 
27 September, had offered support of different kinds to students affected by the precautions. 
The tone of the communications varied but the content was very clear. 
 
The committee discussed if there were any additional ways in which they could offer their 
support. It was suggested that the support of alumni be offered to students currently living 
away from home, particularly new students or those self-isolating. Ms Cochrane confirmed 
that the alumni relations team had called for alumni volunteers to offer supportive phone 
calls to students. There had been an excellent response from volunteers, and every student 
who expressed an interest in hearing from alumni had been matched with someone. The 
project is ongoing, and support will continue to be offered. 
 
 



 
The Committee: 
 

• Congratulated the University authorities and staff for the enormous effort which had 
been made to welcome students back safely and to react to the outbreaks which 
have taken place - and deplored the media reports which belittled that effort 

 

• Expressed concern about the effect on students - particularly freshers, those from 
overseas, and those required to self-isolate - and commended the efforts to support 
them, since the welfare of students should be the primary concern not only for its 
own sake but also for the medium to long term interests of the University both 
economically and reputationally 

 

• Had sympathy with the anger expressed by some students at the full reach of the 
'robust action'  for breaches of the coronavirus rules, set out in the communication of 
27 September, and believed that such sanctions should be imposed only as a last 
resort, dictated by the need to protect the University community  

 

• Encouraged the University to be flexible about the financial arrangements for 
students who have decided to return home, whether temporarily or more permanently 

 

• Noting that members of the Committee had responded to the calls to alumni to 
provide pastoral support and to contribute to the Covid-19 525 Bursary Fund, offered 
to provide further assistance along these lines or in support of any similar initiative 

 

• Invited the Convener to pass these points to the University.  
Action: Convener 

 
Future speakers at committee meetings was discussed and it was agreed that Dr Hulda 
Sveinsdottir should be invited to provide a corporate planning update, in relation to the 
Aberdeen 2040 plan. 
 

  Action: Ms Cochrane 
 
4. REPORT FROM THE CONVENER 
 
The Convener provided a written report to the committee. He noted that the level of business 
continued to be diminished since Coronavirus countermeasures were still in place.  
 
The Convener reported on the first virtual General Council meeting, held on 06 August 2020. 
He confirmed the format worked well, with attendance being higher than at recent meetings. 
The committee discussed how future meetings should be held. The consensus was that it 
would be beneficial in future, when safe and appropriate to do so, to hold an in-person 
meeting which is also broadcast virtually. This would allow for face to face participation, 
particularly by those less confident with technology, and at the same time for those living 
outside of Aberdeen to connect virtually with the meeting. Ms Cochrane confirmed that this 
would be taken into consideration in future meeting planning. 
 
The Convener confirmed that the committee’s suggested contacts, in relation to areas where 
the University link was not as strong as it could have been, had been shared with the 
Principal. The Convener invited members of the committee to continue to submit suggested 
contacts to be shared with the Principal. 
 
 



5. ACTION AGAINST RACISM 

The Convener presented a paper relating to an issue raised by a member of the General 
Council at the meeting held on 06 August 2020. The member was concerned that the 
University’s Action Against Racism work might exclude from the 525 Alumni of Achievement 
project individuals who had made significant contributions to society, but also had links to 
slavery in their past. Following discussion at the meeting, it was agreed that this would be 
considered further by the Business Committee. 

Following discussion, it was agreed that the Convener should contact Rob Donelson, 
Executive Director of Advancement, to raise the concern directly and to explore whether a 
representative of the Committee might participate in the 525 Alumni nominee review 
process. 

Action: Convener 

6. DATE OF NEXT BUSINESS COMMITTEE MEETING 
 

Ms Cochrane explained that the previously planned schedule of meetings had been 
disrupted by the extra meeting on 09 July 2020. The next meeting was due to take place at 
the start of November, which would only be a month from the date of the current meeting. It 
was proposed that the November meeting be pushed back to December 2020, with the 
intention to return to the regular intervals from March 2021.  
 
The committee agreed that the November meeting would be rescheduled to Thursday 10 
December 2020. 
 
7. DEVELOPMENT & ALUMNI RELATIONS – DATA BREACH UPDATE 
 
Rob Donelson, Executive Director of Advancement, had provided a paper to the committee 
with an update on the recent Blackbaud data breach. Ms Cochrane highlighted the following 
points from the paper: 
 

• The breach was communicated to the appropriate regulatory bodies - the Information 
Commissioners Office (ICO) and the Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator (OSCR) 
- as well as to alumni and donors 

• The Development Trust Board met on several occasions, working with senior 
management, Court and the communications office, keeping them abreast of 
developments and updates. 

• Efforts were concentrated on the specific issue of sensitive financial data held in an 
unencrypted portion of the database. There were 72 individuals who had full credit 
card details and associated CVV numbers on file. Of the 72 files, 61 cards had 
expired prior to the date of the breach incident. The remaining 11 card issuers and 
individuals were informed. 

• A new version of the database has been in place since April and is fully encrypted. 
Absolute protection from hacking was impossible to provide but encrypted data is far 
more difficult to access 

• A full data audit will be undertaken, and consultancy firms are putting forward 
proposals to undertake this work. 

 
Ms Cochrane confirmed that the committee will be kept up to date on any significant 
developments. 
 
8. COURT MINUTES FROM AUGUST 2020 MEETING 

 
The Committee noted the minutes. 



 
9. AOCB 
 
Jenny Mordue reported that the University and Council planning work on the future of the 
Marischal College building remained suspended but that she hoped to bring a paper on the 
subject to the next meeting. 
 
The Convener mentioned that the condition of Bishop Elphinstone’s tomb at King’s College, 
which had originally been funded by alumni, had been raised with him by a General Council 
member. Following a brief discussion, the Convener was invited to raise the matter with the 
University. 

 
Action: Convener 

 
10. DATE OF NEXT MEETING 

 
Thursday 10 December 2020, 4pm, by MS Teams 
 
 
 


