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The Board should note that this paper has been considered by the EMT on 07 April 2020.   

 

Purpose  

  

This briefing paper provides the Board with a progress update on the delivery of the objectives 

set out in the 2019/2020 business for the period Quarter 4 (Jan-Mar).  

 

A report reviewing overall performance during 2019/20 will be produced for a future Board 

during 2020/21.  

 

Priority  

  

Routine.   

 

Background  

 

The board plays a critical function in monitoring the performance of the organisation, including 

its operational, strategic and financial objectives. A key aspect of the board’s oversight role is 

to actively monitor management’s execution of approved plans, as well as the organisation’s 

progress toward meeting its objectives.  

 

Following the approval of the business plan for 2019/20 it was agreed that the board would 

receive a consistent method of reporting aligned to the agreed objectives within the plan. This 

written report provides a summary of performance against the business plan. Appendix 1 

provides a detailed update to each of deliverables as outlined in the business plan.  

 

This report provides a quarterly update for Q4, and is not intended to be the final report on 

performance against the 2019/20 business plan.  

 

This report is supplemented by more detailed reports covering key areas of the business. 

These include Finance, Health and Safety, Asset Management, Estates, Commercial and 

Operations and also Communications. 

 

Key Issues  
  
1. Following on from my previous quarterly report to the board on 30 January 2020, the 

following are notable issues in the reporting quarter.  

 

COVID-19: During Q4, COVID-19 became a dominant issue which Scottish Canals had been 

aware of and was monitoring. As CEO I had engaged early with Transport Scotland, our 

sponsors, to advise of potential early financial implications if Scottish Canals trading was 

impeded by the virus. 

 



  

  

    

    

On 20th March the Board were advised via a formal paper, through an email circulation that 

Scottish Canals was adhering to Government guidelines and would be progressing a prompt 

shutdown of all non-essential operations. Through correspondence the Board and Transport 

Scotland requested some additional information, however unanimously agreed to the position 

taken by the EMT.  

 

Prior to that decision the EMT had enacted a typical business continuity structure; Gold (initial 

group then strategic focus), Silver (operational leadership) and Bronze (delivery), in which 

communications, discussions and decisions were recorded and then cascaded to the 

organisation, stakeholders and customers. Following the paper on the 20th March the following 

notable issues have occurred:  

 

 Formalised business continuity comms and cascade process; 

 ARC met 26 March 2020 and reviewed and discussed Business Continuity with 

particular reference to this current crisis;  

 Internal audit requested that any amendments to delegated authorities were tracked 

and noted. For example use of electronic signatures instead of a wet signature.  

 Scottish Canals have exchanged detailed analysis of business performance and 

delivery with Transport Scotland and detailed the worst; possible; best case financial 

impact of COVID-19 on our operations’; See Agenda item 7 papers 

 Scottish Canals have supported Transport Scotland by providing a cash flow projection 

for April and May to support Government in planning for and managing the budgetary 

implications of COVID-19;  

 Scottish Canals have offered both Scottish Government and Transport Scotland 

support of our assets and resources. Neither have been accepted.  

 
A further paper is included in this session specifically relating to Business Continuity.  

 

Business delivery: Appendix 1 contains the relevant KPIs and commentary of performance for 

the 2019/20 business plan Q4. In summary, the final quarter saw the following performance 

by delivery status. 

 

 7 objectives Red 

 15 objectives Amber 

 42 objectives Green 

 

Delivery KPIs 

 

 19 Red 

 8 Amber 

 29 Green 

 

The key cross-cutting reasons that have frustrated delivery (reds and ambers) has been 

COVID whose impact lasted for more than 1/3 of the quarter combined with budget uncertainty 

and wider strategic issues around the organisation’s move to a new accounts direction. 

Changes in senior leadership during this quarter supported delivery and some reprioritisation 

of effort to focus on tactical interventions related to the wider issues mentioned above. This 

has been at the cost of some lower level deliverables. 

 

Governance: During the last month of Q4 Scottish Canals engaged with Transport Scotland 

to ensure the receipt of our updated Framework Document and annual Grant-in-Aid Funding 

letter. These reflect the change to in our accounts direction and budget. Scottish Canals has 



  

  

    

    

requested a discussion with Transport Scotland regarding the wording associated with our 

ability to act commercially and fund such projects. Scottish Canals responded to our budget 

letter and Framework agreement on the 3rd and 6th April respectively.  

 

Finances: The end of year finance report details the financial position of Scottish Canals from 

a company accounts, public finance and cashflow perspective. The change in accounts 

direction from company accounting to Scottish Public Finance Manual accounts and budgeting 

combined with the effects of COVID19 has contributed to a very strong focus on end year 

spend and financial discipline. The final position was an accounting surplus of £6k after all 

transactions had been accounted for. Excess cash was appropriately spent on approved 

capital or revenue projects or otherwise accrued within the new accounting rules or returned 

temporarily to a funder reflecting the need to reverse receipt in advance of need.  

 

Profiling of the first two months of the new year has been shared with Scottish Government 

but as an organisation hit disproportionately by COVID19 (loss of material levels of trading 

revenue) we are modelling a number of scenarios before confirming the full year cashflow 

projections.  

 

Succession Planning: No major work has been undertaken on succession planning in part due 

to the ongoing impact of COVID19 which has required an intense focus on stabilisation in the 

near term. One of the effects of this has been to halt recruitment of the Revenue and 

Regeneration Director role with responsibilities continuing to vest with the Director of Policy 

and Governance. This work will be reviewed in tandem with COVID19 exit planning. 

 

Corporate Plan 2020-23 & 2020 Business Plan: The corporate plan is now complete and sits 

with Transport Scotland for formal approval and sign off. Once this has been received a 

communication plan is in place to promote this.  

 

The 2020 business plan had made significant progress, however owing to COVID-19, this has 

been significantly streamlined to act as a base line for a measure against what the organisation 

aimed to deliver and what it achieved. As such a Interim business plan has been progressed 

that looks at a 6 week; 3 month; 6 month and 12 month delivery model. This allows the 

business plan to be amended quickly to adapt to the changing business and commercial 

circumstances of COVID-19. 

 

 

Corporate Implications  

 

 Strategic Priorities: The delivery of the 2019 business plan has been strong. Although 

a number of lower level milestones was not achieved in the quarter, the decisions to 

change, delay and in some cases stop (e.g. seasonal recruitment) were strategically 

driven in light of the very significant challenges facing the organisation. A full review of 

delivery for the year will be presented to a future board.  

 

 Risk: COVID-19 was added to the risk register during the quarter, including the 

consequences surrounding this; e.g. financial implications; delays to delivery of key 

projects and a financial risk surrounding the reliance on tourism and commercial 

income in the overall operating costs.  

 

 Legal: There are no issues within this report that have not already been detailed within 

this or other reports tabled. 

 



  

  

    

    

 Financial: There is a separate finance paper that details the financial performance in 

the last quarter. The financial challenges that Scottish Canals face remain extremely 

challenging.  

 

 Human Resources: The delay in announcing the budget led to considerable unease in 

the staffing groups as they have become accustomed to recruiting earlier to prepare 

for the season. This was managed internally, and subsequently was not an issue owing 

to COVID-19. The decision not hire seasonal workers has had an impact in terms of 

HR and ICT priorities. The impact of employing no seasonal staff is not yet clear if 

customer operations and trading activities resume quickly in 2020. 

 

 Fair Work First: There are no new or identifiable matters from this paper.  
 

 Communication: The notable communication elements are detailed within this paper.  

 

 Community & Third Sector: There are no notable impacts in this report.  

 

 Commercial: There is a separate commercial report that details progress against 

delivery of the business plan. This report highlights many successes as well as the 

challenges of generating and estimating accurate income balanced with expenditure 

required to run the destinations.    

 

 Asset: There is a separate asset management report that details the progress being 

made against the asset plan and the challenges to manage Scottish Canals’ assets 

with limited budget available.   
 

Conclusions and Recommendations  

 

The Board is asked to note the contents of this report.  

 

Author: Catherine Topley 

Title: Chief Executive Officer  

Date: 6 April 2020 


