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Meeting Minutes 
 
Minutes of the Meeting of the Board of Scottish Canals held on 4th February 2016 at 9.30am at 
The Falkirk Wheel  
 
  
Present:   Andrew Thin  - Chair    
   Tanya Castell  - Vice Chair  
   Martin Latimer  - Non-Executive Director 
   Cathie Bankier   - Non-Executive Director 
   Deborah Benson - Non-Executive Director 

Steve Dunlop   - Chief Executive  
 
In Attendance:  Nicola Christie  - Head of Legal Services (Secretary) 

Katie Hughes  - Director of Estates and Commerce 
   Claire Lithgow  - Director of Finance 
   Richard Millar   - Director of Heritage, Environment and Sustainability
   Josie Saunders  - Head of Corporate Affairs 
   Elsa Jack  - Observer 

Lesley Corr  - PA to Chief Executive     
    
  

1. Welcome and apologies 
The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting. There were no apologies for absence. 
 

2. Declaration of Interests  
There were no declarations of interest reported.  
 

3. Approval of the Minutes from Previous meeting 
The minutes of the Board meeting held on 17th December 2015 were approved. 

 
4. Matters Arising and Review of Previous Actions 

The update of progress of the actions from previous meetings was reviewed and it was noted that 
several actions had been discharged.  Progress on the Asset Management Strategy was continuing 
and an update would be provided to the next meeting.  
 
Following his recent walk along the Caledonian Canal from Fort William to Inverness, the Chair 
updated the Board on his positive observations, in particular pre-emptive maintenance works, 
informative customer focused signage and efficient, friendly staff. As a way of gaining insight to the 
business on the ground, the Chair commended canal related activities to the Board members.  The 
Chair’s feedback would be featured in internal communications to all staff. 
 
Actions: 
An update of the Asset Management Plan to be presented at the next meeting. 
The Chair’s feedback following his walk along the Caledonian Canal to be featured in internal 
communications to all staff. 
 

5. Audit & Risk Committee Report 
The minutes of the Audit & Risk Committee (ARC) meeting held on 3rd December 2015 were noted. 
The ARC Chair highlighted the effectiveness of the annual ARC self-assessment exercise and the 
review of the Committee’s terms of reference. In addition, the ARC continued to emphasise the 
importance of addressing internal audit actions on a timely basis. The positive outcome of the Budget 
Setting - Income internal audit, with no issues reported, was welcomed and the Board thanked the 
team involved.  It was noted that Audit Scotland’s preparations for the 2015/16 external audit were 
underway and that, as a consequence of Audit Scotland’s routine procurement processes, a change 
of external auditor for 2016/17 was anticipated.  Due to the expiry of the current contract for internal 
audit services at the end of March 2016, a mini procurement competition, utilising an existing public 
sector collaborative framework, would be undertaken to identify a replacement provider of internal 
audit services for 2016/17 onwards.  
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It was further noted that the Legislative Changes Horizon scanning report included expected changes 
to data protection legislation. An informative, in depth briefing of Scottish Canal’s Asset Inspection 
Process, had provided good assurance on the asset control framework. It was available for Board 
members to accompany a length inspector on an asset inspection when convenient. A key controls 
briefings of identified business areas would be a standing item for future ARC meetings.    
 
Action:  
The Audit & Risk Committee Terms of Reference to be issued to the Board for ratification. 
  
PERFORMANCE REPORTING 
 

6. Health & Safety Report 
The Board discussed the Health & Safety report. No lost time injuries had been reported in the period 
October to December 2015. 
  
A dangerous occurrence by a contractor undertaking works on the canal bank of the Forth & Clyde 
canal was noted. The Board was reassured that Scottish Canals and the contractor were 
implementing recommendations following a detailed investigation. A review of contractual terms and 
conditions with contractors had been incorporated into the procurement process to ensure these were 
as robust as possible including 360 reviews of performance indicators and contract performance.  
 
The trend analysis of incidents was reviewed and it was agreed that, in future reports, this analysis 
would include year on year as well as quarterly comparisons. Data on the health & safety 
performance of contractors would also be reported by contractor. The quarterly progress report on 
completion of the Health & Safety Action Plan 2015/16 was also reviewed and would be updated to 
reflect targets achieved prior to the next quarter review. The Board was assured that health & safety 
training was ongoing and on track and would form part of the organisational development training plan 
going forward.  
 
Action: 
The H&S incident trend analysis to include year on year trends and contractors data. 
The H&S action plan to be updated to reflect targets achieved prior to the next quarterly 
meeting.  
 

7. Corporate Risk Register 
The Board welcomed the revised format which provided a clear, high-level report of the key corporate 
risks plotted on an impact/likelihood chart indicating a direction of travel following planned mitigations. 
It was agreed that the summarised reporting by exception would be strengthened, the movement of 
risks and timing of planned mitigations would also be added along with the risk grid.  TC also noted 
that this was part of a review of the risk management framework by Scottish Canals and if there were 
any changes to the policy, which had previously been approved by the Board, it would be presented 
to the ARC in the first instance. 
 
The key corporate risks were discussed by exception. Asset failure was an ever present risk due to an 
insufficient level of continuous investment for asset maintenance. The Board noted that good 
progress to raise the visibility and shared understanding of this risk with Transport Scotland had been 
made and further discussions were planned regarding the appropriate funding model for an asset 
based organisation. The importance of partners to Scottish Canals work was discussed and continuity 
planning for the project delivery of regeneration activity undertaken by Joint Ventures was noted. The 
Board was assured that the delay to the workforce planning exercise had been to make qualitative 
improvements to the organisational development strategy and this would be presented to the Board in 
due course. 
 
The corporate risk register and risk tolerance would continue to be reviewed by the ARC with detailed 
departmental registers reviewed at Executive and departmental level. New key risks identified would 
be escalated to the corporate risk register as required.  It was noted that risk management should 
also reflect opportunities in the management of corporate uncertainty.   
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Action: 
More information regarding key risks including the change in risk profile (e.g. from capital 
works) and timing of planned mitigations to be added to future reports. 
The organisational development strategy to be presented to the Board in due course. 
 
8. Q3 Finance Report 
The Board considered the third quarter finance report covering the nine month period to 31st 
December 2015. The Board was assured that there was visibility and control of expenditure and 
cashflow due to regular, timely reforecasting. Liquidity challenges continued and the achievement of a 
minimal surplus for reinvestment was expected. The update on the expected returns from Joint 
Venture investments was noted. It was advised that the difference against budget in the third party 
funding figures was a timing issue. 
 
9. Q3 Business Report 
The Board considered the third quarterly business performance report for the period October to 
December 2015 reporting against the year 1 targets of the 2015/16 Business Plan. The Board 
commended staff for their prompt response to ensure there was no significant disruption to planned 
levels of service by effective asset and water management during recent very wet weather.  
Stakeholder and customer engagement was ongoing and welcomed as a positive step towards 
improved understanding of the issues and the Board emphasised the importance of ensuring that 
stakeholders appreciated all the activity being done around regeneration in particular. Further 
meetings with the Minister on the Corporate Plan and the Chief Executive of Transport Scotland to 
discuss funding models were planned. The Board noted that the independent review of pricing was 
progressing. Pre-consultation meetings with customers to shape the scope of the consultation were 
underway. It was expected that the consultation would be completed by the end of summer 2016 for 
implementation in 2017.  The Board welcomed the initiative whereby the National Records of 
Scotland would host, manage and promote Scottish Canals’ pre 1962 archive as a consequence of its 
national significance. This would reduce risk and costs and have significant benefits both for public 
access and implementation of Scottish Canals’ record management plan.   
 
The thorough, long-term approach to organisational development supported by effective internal 
communications to staff and trade unions was noted and the Board commended the resilience of the 
management team during a demanding period of cultural and structural change.  
 
The significant investment in plant, equipment and capability to support the dredging and weed 
control programme was welcomed as a cost-effective solution to provide a year round in-house 
resource to work on the canals. Meetings with customers were planned to highlight this positive 
initiative.   
 
The description of the headline figures in relation to capital/major works was misleading as currently 
stated in the report and would be revised to reflect that the shortfall was derived from the asset 
inspection model as opposed to a variance against the Business Plan.   
 
Action: 
Internal communication to staff acknowledging appreciation of the Board for excellent work 
undertaken in bad weather conditions. 
Amend description of the headline figures in relation to capital/major works in the Q3 
Business Report. 
 
10. World Canals Conference 2016  
The Board was updated on positive progress in terms of sponsorship and notes of interest from 
attendees for the World Canals Conference 2016. A dedicated website had been launched and   
stakeholder events were taking place in February with Glasgow Chamber of Commerce, SCDI and 
Inverness Chamber of Commerce to raise awareness with partners.  KLM had signed up as a 
sponsorship partner generating interest from other possible sponsors leading to significant anticipated 
progress towards the sponsorship target.  Commission based pre and post-conference tours were 
being arranged and accommodation agreements were in place with collaboration from VisitScotland.      
 
The Board requested a project plan tracking progress on key milestones for speakers, sponsorship, 
delegates and communications with stakeholders and partners for consideration at the April meeting. 
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Action: 
A World Canals Conference 2016 project plan, tracking progress on key milestones, to be 
reviewed at the April meeting. 
 
11. Annual Review of Corporate & Operational Arrangements 
The Board had approved the Corporate & Operational Arrangements in February 2015 and had 
agreed that it review the document annually. It was noted that the ARC oversaw the scrutiny and 
assurance process to ensure that the arrangements remained appropriate and were being followed. 
Following a self-assessment review by the Board and Executive team during the year, the ARC had 
approved amendments to these governance arrangements at its meeting in December 2015. The 
Board agreed the revised governance arrangements should continue subject to refinement to reflect 
that the Board was responsible for remuneration and would continue to meet in closed sessions as 
required.  It was noted that appropriate conflict of interest arrangements were in place as set out in 
the Code of Conduct for Board members.  
 
Action: 
Corporate & Operational Arrangements to reflect the Board’s remuneration responsibilities to 
be circulated for approval.  
 
12. Investment Portfolio Review 
The Board was provided with a strategic overview of Scottish Canals’ property investment portfolio 
focussed on investments which support tourism and those which underpin regeneration activities, 
both of which were fundamental to the delivery of the Corporate Plan and were aligned with the 
strategic objectives of SG.  The contextual background of property market fragility and confidence in 
Scotland as a tourism destination was noted. Scotland continued to be popular for holidays with 
steady returns and opportunities in the marine tourism market.  
 
The Board reviewed the revenue split by year, comparing grant in aid and own income since Scottish 
Canals became a standalone Scottish public sector body. This revenue split showed an increasing 
growth in earned income over the last four years, generated from a diverse portfolio including third 
party contributions, commercial and retail income. It was noted that the majority of the commercial 
income was generated from utilities, property rents and returns from joint venture investments. The 
Board agreed this provided clarity as to the need for Scottish Canals to maintain a diverse investment 
portfolio (subject to the limitation of being in the canal environment) not only for resilience but also to 
achieve financial and public value returns to reinvest in the canals.   
 
The Board reviewed the regeneration and tourism investment portfolios and, whilst the investments 
were at an early stage they were generally performing well and demonstrated good alignment to the 
SG public value objectives. In some areas, that were new to Scottish Canals, lessons had been learnt 
on how to manage the assets most effectively to optimise the income.  The Board commended the 
team on its achievements in maximising the current mix of investments. The Highland tourism model 
offer was evolving but in a highly competitive market of retail, restaurant and café businesses. It was 
noted that it required high levels of resource for low financial yields and internal resources should be 
managed accordingly.   
 
Based on a review of the risk and reward for both the canal regeneration and tourism portfolios the 
Board noted that, relative to the property market risk, it was a fairly low risk portfolio and and potential 
higher returns to invest in the canals would be achievable with a more balanced portfolio adopting a 
higher risk appetite. It was noted that alignment of political/public value and financial risks was 
required in discussions with stakeholders.  
 
The Board discussed the need to look for new canal-related investments and noted the investment 
prospectus providing comprehensive analysis of pipeline projects which demonstrated that significant 
opportunities could be available. If Scottish Canals had more funding it would be possible to move at 
a faster pace. It was noted that finding investors was challenging as assets were eclectic and 
bespoke given the canal linkage. Discussions were ongoing with Transport Scotland to source 
investors and required funding streams for further investment opportunities.   
 

http://www.scottishcanals.co.uk/


Page 5 of 5 
www.scottishcanals.co.uk      A00917-01-02 

The Board recognised the significance of risk diversification and supported the appetite to grow the 
investment portfolio. Strategic communications to reflect a measured approach to an investment 
portfolio to generate returns for reinvestment in the canals. 
 
Action: 
Strategic communications to reflect a measured approach to an investment portfolio to 
generate returns for reinvestment in the canals. 
 
DISCUSSION PAPER 
 
13. Stakeholder Engagement Approach 
The role of the Board in contributing to stakeholder engagement was discussed. There was an 
expectation that the governance of Public Sector bodies would be undertaken at as low a cost as 
possible to ensure that value for money was achieved. This was a key consideration for the Board 
whilst remaining accessible to customers and stakeholders where there were strategic issues to be 
addressed. This year the World Canals Conference would be a major opportunity to promote the work 
of Scottish Canals.  Therefore, Board capacity to support this event would be a significant focus for 
Board contributions to Scottish Canals outwith the normal Board commitments. Board members would 
also be invited to key events or activities which supported the Board member in their understanding of 
the organisation’s activities or where the Board member could provide support and leadership to the 
Executive Team. 
  
Board development sessions were also planned to facilitate team building.   
 
Date of Next Meeting 
The next meeting would be held on 17th March 2016 at SG offices, Victoria Quay, Edinburgh.   
 
 
Signed ……………………………………. Andrew Thin Date …………………………………… 
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