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Finance, Estates and Strategy Committee

11.15 a.m.

Thursday 25th February 2010
Chief Executive’s office

Members are reminded of their obligation to declare openly any conflict of interest arising from a matter before the Committee.

AGENDA
1.
Apologies for absence

2.
To approve the minutes of the meeting held on 2nd November 2009

(attached)

3.
Matters arising not covered elsewhere in the Agenda

Item for consideration and decision

4.
To consider Funding Allocations for 2010-11




PAPER  1

5.
To consider the Strategic Plan 2013





PAPER  2

6.
Reserved:

To consider Accommodation Plans and a Financial Forecast update
PAPER  3

7.
To consider a report on the Shuttleworth Acquisition and

 Bedford College Services Ltd.






PAPER  4 
8.
To consider the Fees and Charges Policy prior to Board approval

PAPER  5

Items for consideration

9.
To consider the Information Report for January 2010



PAPER  6

10.
To consider a report on Progress against Strategic Aims


PAPER  7

11.
To receive a report on Baseline Financial Indicators



PAPER  8

Items for information
12.
To receive the minutes of the meeting of the Estates Advisory Group 


held on 22nd February 2010     [Reserved section]



(attached)

13.
To receive confirmation from the LSC of the college’s Financial Health 
(attached)

14.
Any other business

15.
Date of next scheduled meetings: 19th May & 10th June 2010, 11.15 a.m.
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Finance, Estates & Strategy Committee
Thursday 25th February 2010
11.15 a.m.
Present:


Mr. K. Bromboszcz (in the Chair)




Mr. M. Hartley




Mrs. L. Hockey





Mr. M. Whitlock




Mr. R.J. Whysall





Mr. I. Pryce




In attendance:

Mr. M.Y. Kiteley

Mr. N. Jeffery, Director of Finance




Mrs. I.S.E. Lennox, Clerk to the Corporation
The Chair welcomed Mr. Whitlock to his first meeting of the committee as an approved member, and also Mr. Kiteley, in attendance.
FES01/10
Apologies for absence were received from Mr. M. Weeden.

FES02/10
The minutes of the meeting held on 2nd November 2009 were considered, approved and signed.
FES03/10
There were no Matters Arising other than those covered by the agenda.

FES04/10
Funding Allocations 2010-11

The Chief Executive (IP) gave the background to the college’s income from government sources, acknowledging that cuts for the coming year had been anticipated but not, however, to the extent that had recently been communicated to the college.  A Skills Investment Strategy had been issued and assumptions made by the Department on cohort sizes in all regions.  He then shared with members the allocations made to date.

In the biggest income stream by far, 16-18, the college had received a slight rise in student numbers but was of the view that there was still an entitlement to second-year transitional funding for the student number transfer from Shuttleworth.  Every effort was being made to retrieve this, since it should amount to a further £500,000 if fully reimbursed.

IP further reported the swingeing cut of 21% in the 19+ allocation, coupled with the lack of funding in non-priority areas, some of which were definitely a priority in the view of the management team.  Since this allocation was apparently determined by 2008-09 out-turn, a base year that did not include Shuttleworth provision, the issue was being strongly addressed with the LSC which hopefully would result in additional funding.   Further, it was anticipated that Additional Learning Support would be reduced, and Train to Gain funding was provisionally down by 20%.  In the latter case, the Director of Finance reported that the decision had been made to disband the consortium and sub-contract work as necessary.

In view of a potential reduction in funding allocations of up to £1.8 million, discussion followed as to the measures the college would have to take to face up to this new reality and radically adjust its cost base.  The letter sent out to all staff had been forwarded to Board members; staff had now been prepared for the potential closure of certain activities, possible restructure of some areas and a general reduction in staffing.  The current position on all these measures was shared with members and debated at length.  Staff themselves had submitted ideas, but IP was reluctant to freeze recruitment and disappointed that there was little potential for saving on premises costs – the quality of the student experience was paramount.  Members cited measures they had taken when faced with similar circumstances, but many were not applicable to the public sector, although IP agreed that imaginative measures were worthy of consideration.  

Members were mindful of the fact that 2011-12 would in all likelihood be an even tougher year financially, wished the management team well in their endeavours and asked to be kept informed.  They were of one mind that the time had come for a major change of culture to increased emphasis on cost-cutting and value-for-money.  Paper 1 was received.



[Agenda items were taken out of sequence, by agreement.]
FES05/10
Accommodation Plans and Financial Forecast Update

The Director of Finance (NJ) spoke of the implications of the reduced funds as far as accommodation plans were concerned.  Projects were being prioritized but at the same time the overall strong financial position of the college had to be maintained.  Affordability calculations had been remodelled and, although other smaller projects were being costed and planned, it was clear that the two major priorities were the Cauldwell House redevelopment and the Tower Block, the latter needing additional structural investigation and an eventual decant plan.  All work would be phased in stages depending on affordability.

Discussion focused on ways in which the college could maximise on the funds allocated to accommodation, ensuring value for money at every stage.  Members expressed the need for caution under present circumstances; although it was recognised that planning and specification work needed to continue, the college should only proceed with projects that were absolutely necessary until there was more clarity on the future funding position.  Nevertheless, the wish to purchase Cauldwell House rather than proceed with a long-term lease was unequivocal, but members now wanted to explore the possibilities offered by another building that had come on the market in close proximity to the college.  NJ was asked to draw up a cost comparison and financial model for both buildings, albeit that the alternative was smaller in size.

The advice from the professional firm, Lambert Smith Hampton, on how best to progress the purchase of Cauldwell House or to look to secure a longer lease was discussed at length.  The negotiating position was agreed and NJ was asked to have further robust discussions with St. Modwen Properties during which it should be made clear that the college is looking for an outcome in the near future; otherwise it will have to adjust its future strategy with regard to the property.

It was agreed that delegated authority be sought from the Corporation for this committee to have decision-making powers with regard to a property purchase and refurbishment, and Paper 3 was received.

FES06/10
Strategic Plan

The Chief Executive (IP) reviewed the new Plan, section by section, and invited input from members.   The overriding aim was for the college to focus on achieving ‘Excellence as Standard’.   Sections discussed were the college’s Influence, Curriculum, Services, Management, and Finances & Investment.

There was considerable discussion on the college’s role vis-à-vis Academies; members were informed of the benefits to the college and of the need to keep all options open in the changing circumstances of 14-19 provision.  IP was fully supported in his strategy, especially as no capital investment would be required in any future associations - members hoped they would be within a manageable distance, although there was now a trend for regional and national links.  Members felt it made good sense to use the college’s talent and expertise elsewhere within the sector to disseminate good practice.   Other issues specifically mentioned in IP’s review included the continuing emphasis on being the ‘first choice’ provider for the learner, in preference to all other alternatives; further development of the management team, and the change in approach to accommodation investment, with £30 million now being more of an aspirational figure.

Although members acknowledged that this was a high-level summary, it was felt that all aims should be quantifiable in some way so that progress could be properly monitored.  IP agreed that some statements required strengthening including reference to employer links.

IP responded to questions on the relationship with the local authority and the need for a flexible policy and increasing involvement with other providers.  Members were of the view that the current model of further education may well become unsustainable, and yet the college must stay in the forefront and remain well informed in order to be able to cope with the substantial changes in the decade ahead.  IP was thanked for an interesting document and Paper 2 was supported for subsequent submission to the Corporation for formal approval.

FES07/10
Shuttleworth College Acquisition and Bedford College Services


The Director of Finance (NJ) summarised some of the relatively complex financial issues associated with the acquisition of Shuttleworth College.  Members noted with dismay Writtle College’s lack of willingness to acknowledge liability over the accrual of holiday entitlement at the transfer date, calculated at over £100,000, and urged NJ to take a strong approach.  Various alternatives were suggested to lessen the impact of the college’s pension liability with regard to thirty members of the Essex Local Government Pension Scheme who need to be transferred to Bedfordshire.  Members asked to be kept informed but were pleased to hear of the substantial return on investment, although below budget at present.  The overall successful integration of Shuttleworth was noted, as well as the very satisfactory outcome of the lesson observation programme and the good relationship established with the Trust.

Disappointment was expressed that the committee had not yet received a business plan for Bedford College Services.  The Chief Executive gave the reasons for the delay and summarised the current issues.  In view of the enormous potential of the facility, members felt it important that BCS avail itself of professional expertise.  He assured members that there would be a presentation at the next meeting by those who had recently been given the responsibility of drawing up a Plan.  Paper 4 was received.

FES08/10
Fees and Charges Policy

Members were informed that the Fees and Charges Policy had not changed since last brought to the Board in March 2009, unlike the underlying Fees Schedule which was updated each year by the college Executive.  Members agreed that the Policy as set out in Annex A to Paper 5 be submitted to the Corporation for approval.

FES09/10
College Information Report – January 2010

In reviewing the January Information Report, the Director of Finance (NJ) reported that in general terms learner recruitment had been strong in most areas, with financial performance robust, despite some underperformance.  Members expressed concern over the drop in forecast performance for the remainder of the financial year and suggested this was a case for immediate reductions in expenditure across the board.  However, NJ pointed out that there were good reasons for the additional costs, including a prudent view of vacancies and potential loan costs.  In response to questions, NJ reported on the Heritable Bank payments and on the cash flow position.  Paper 6 was received.

FES10/10
Progress against Strategic Aims (incorporating risk update)

The Chief Executive reviewed the progress made against each of the seven strategic aims and spoke specifically of the need to move the Academy away from a traditional ‘school’ culture.  He reported on good progress with the new Hair Salon on the High Street and responded to questions about the college’s relationship with Central Bedfordshire.  Members acknowledged that the overall risk climate remained poor; this was being reviewed termly by the Audit Committee and the full Plan would be submitted to the July Board meeting.  Paper 7 was received.

FES11/10
Baseline Financial Indicators


Members noted the downward trend in cash levels and commented that the operating level target should perhaps be more than breakeven to cover potential risks in this uncertain climate.  Paper 8 was received.

FES12/10
The minutes of the Estates Advisory Group held on 22nd February 2010 were considered and received.

FES13/10
Financial Health


The letter of confirmation from the LSC that the financial health of the college for 2009/10 had been assessed as ‘Outstanding’ was noted and received.

FES14/10
Any Other Business – no items were raised.

FES15/10
The next meetings were confirmed for 11.15 am on the 19th May and 10th June 2010.
