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Minutes of the Meeting of the  
Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute (AFBI) Board 

held at AFBI Newforge  
on Tuesday 28 January 2014 at 10.00am 

 

Present – Board Members In Attendance - AFBI Executive 

Prof William McKelvey, Deputy Chair 
(acting as Chair for the meeting) 
Mr Trevor Hinds 
Mrs Sarah Havlin 
Mr Bob McCann 
Mrs Hilary McCartan 
Prof Patrick Murphy 
Dr Cecil McMurray  
Mr Ken Millar 
Mr David Lindsay 
Mrs Hilda Stewart 
Mr Seamus McCaffrey 

Prof Seamus Kennedy, Chief Executive Officer 
Mrs Lesley Hogg, Director of Finance and 
Corporate Affairs 
 
Dr Ziping Wu, Principal Agricultural Economist, 
Agri-Food Economics Branch 
Mr Colin Berry, Head of AFBI Finance Branch   
 
Mr Stephen Cousins, AFBI Secretariat 
 

 

1. Welcome and Introduction ACTION 
   
 Prof McKelvey opened the meeting and welcomed all in attendance. 

 
In his introduction Prof McKelvey referred to a recent publication listing the 
United Kingdom’s top 100 scientists.  The Board was delighted to note that 
the list contained the names of Prof Margaret Patterson, Sustainable Agri-
Food Sciences Division (SAFSD) and Dr Cecil McMurray, AFBI Board 
member.  Dr McMurray thanked Board members for their congratulations. 
 
The Acting Chair also referred to the New Year’s Honours List and was again 
delighted to announce that two members of AFBI staff had been awarded 
OBEs (Order of the British Empire).  The recipients were Prof Jim McAdam, 
SAFSD and Dr Danny Todd, Veterinary Sciences Division (recently retired).   
 
On behalf of the Board and the Executive Management Team, the Acting 
Chair offered congratulations to those mentioned and stated that it was a 
marvellous achievement and great honour for AFBI.  To have two recipients 
at the same time was an exceptional achievement for any organisation and a 
very good reflection on the work carried out by the Institute. 

 

   
2. Apologies  
   
 Apologies were received on behalf of the Chair, Mr Sean Hogan and  

Mr Darren Griffiths, Finance and Corporate Affairs Division. 
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  ACTION 
3. Conflict of Interests / Register of Interests Declaration  
   
 There were no declarations in respect of a conflict of interest or changes to 

be made to the members Register of Interests. 
 

   
4. Presentation – Links with China  
   
 Dr Ziping Wu, SAFSD made a presentation highlighting AFBI’s links with 

China and recent developments that have taken place to cement those ties.  
During the presentation Dr Wu also provided the Board with a background 
note on agricultural research in China as well as the current agricultural trade 
links between China and Northern Ireland. 
 
A brief Q&A session followed the presentation.  One question in particular, 
relating to the introduction of student fellowships, prompted a request from 
the Acting Chair for the Science Strategy Sub-Committee to give this topic 
further consideration.  Dr McMurray agreed to present a paper to the Science 
Strategy Committee for consideration. 
 
Dr McMurray also informed the Board that he had analysed the impact 
factors of AFBI’s scientific publication output for 2012.  Several staff members 
had published in journals with particularly high impact factors.  Of these staff, 
one individual’s record, containing a strong focus on collaborative work with 
China, surpassed that of all others.  Dr McMurray suggested that there was a 
need for AFBI to give some form of formal recognition to such achievements 
and the Acting Chair asked the Science Strategy Committee to consider and 
advise.  A key message is that staff should strive to publish in the scientific 
journals that have the highest impact factor for their relevant scientific 
discipline.  However, it was recognised that the impact factors of journals 
available for individual scientific fields varied widely. 
 
In thanking Dr Wu for a very interesting presentation, the Board offered 
continued encouragement for the work being undertaken in this area and a 
further strengthening of the existing links between the Institute and China.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CMcM 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DL 

   
5. Draft Minutes of the Previous AFBI Board Meeting held on 17 December 

2013 
 

   
 On a proposal from Mr Trevor Hinds, seconded by Mr Ken Millar, the Board 

accepted the draft minutes from the previous AFBI Board meeting held on  
17 December 2013 subject to the following amendment –  
 
Item 3 - Conflict of Interests / Register of Interests Declaration – second 
sentence, insert the words “Board of the” before “Scottish Environment 
Protection Agency...”. 

 
 
 
 

SEC 

   
6. Action Sheet from Previous AFBI Board Meeting held on 17 December 

2013  
 

   
 Progress against actions was noted as per the Action Sheet subject to the 

following items –  
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6.1 Item 9.3 - Medium Term Financial Plan – Sensitivity Analysis ACTION 
   
 The Executive advised that a table summarising the various scenarios which 

had been presented at the previous Board meeting was not available for 
presentation at today’s meeting.  However, the Board received an assurance 
that the paper will follow.   

EXEC 
/DG 

 

   
6.2 Item 14 – Report from Science Strategy Committee Meeting held on 13 

December 2013 
 

   
 The Board was advised that the draft AFBI Science Strategy was with DARD 

for comment but there has been no response to date.   
 
On a general note, the Board expressed its disappointment at DARD’s delay 
in responding to papers from AFBI that have been sent for comment and the 
Acting Chair asked the CEO to write to DARD regarding this issue.  

 
 
 

EXEC 
/CEO 

   
7. Chairman’s Remarks  
   
 In the absence of the Chair, Prof McKelvey provided the Board with a report 

on the meeting that had taken place on 9 January 2014 involving several 
AFBI Board members and representatives of the DARD Board.   
 
The core message arising from the meeting is that the proposed review of 
AFBI will proceed although it is not clear whether AFBI will be given the 
opportunity to contribute to the terms of reference. 
 
The Board was also informed that there will be major budget pressures in the 
next two financial years (2014/15 and 2015/16) but the extent of these have 
yet to be defined.  One area of concern relates to the exclusion of pay 
progression costs from AFBI’s baseline and the Executive advised that this 
matter is the subject of ongoing discussions with DARD.  
 
The Acting Chair informed the Board that overall the meeting had been 
positive and the Board members who were present echoed that sentiment.  
The Board acknowledged that significant budget cuts will present a major 
challenge for AFBI and the Executive will need to work closely with DARD in 
order to prioritise the assigned work programme.  

 

   
8. Executive Report  
   
 The Board thanked the CEO for providing a comprehensive overview of the 

work being carried out across the organisation.  The Board made comment 
on a number of items -    

 

   
8.1 Health and Safety / Adverse Events  
   
 On the issue of serum splashing into the eye of a member of staff, the CEO 

acknowledged that while no ill health affects had resulted, it was important 
that lessons were learned from the incident. 
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8.2 DARD / AFBI Pre Stakeholder Meeting ACTION 
   
 The Board welcomed news of this meeting which was due to be held on 29 

January.  
 

   
8.3 AFBI Emergency Response Capability  
   
 The Board noted that the Executive are liaising with DARD with the aim of 

including AFBI’s emergency response requirement in the assigned work 
programme.  

 
 

   
8.4 United States Business Development Post  
   
 While the Board expressed its general support for retaining the post, it 

queried whether the proposed geographical scope was too wide.  The Board 
agreed that the CEO should undertake a review of the post.   

EXEC / 
CEO 

   
8.5 Badger TVR Project  
   
 The Board asked for an update on the status of the TVR Project.  The 

Executive advised that as far as it was aware, a business case was being 
progressed by DARD.  The Executive also highlighted that a significant lead 
in time would be required for preparations once the business case has been 
approved before the project could commence.  The CEO advised that he has 
written to DARD expressing these concerns. 

 

   
8.6 Meeting with Permanent Secretary, Department of Enterprise Trade and 

Investment (DETI) 
 

   
 A successful meeting with Mr David Stirling, Permanent Secretary and a 

number of senior officials from DETI has taken place. The visitors were very 
impressed by the work that AFBI carries out in support of DARD as well as 
the wider local economy.  Mr Stirling has requested a follow-up meeting and 
the CEO has accepted.   

 

   
9. Report from Finance Sub-Committee Meeting held on 23 January 2014  
   
 A paper detailing the key items discussed during the recent meeting of the 

Finance Sub-committee was tabled by the Chair, Mrs Hilary McCartan.   
 
Mrs McCartan reported that the Committee had noted that AFBI’s projected 
forecast surplus would, if realised, result in an outturn variance of 0.8% which 
represents a satisfactory year-end performance outcome. 
 
The Committee was also pleased to note that, as a result of the additional  
in-year funds, AFBI will be able to deliver all elements of the assigned work 
programme for DARD that were cut in the 2013/14 Financial Savings Plan 
due to resource constraints.  It was also pleased to note that all of the capital 
allocation for 2013/14 is expected to be fully utilised.  The Committee also 
highlighted the significant financial pressures that AFBI will face in 2014/15 
and 2015/16 and agreed that they could not be addressed through efficiency 
savings alone.  
 
The Committee informed the Board that it would review AFBI’s draft Business 
Plan for 2014/15 at a meeting on 24 February 2014. 
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  ACTION 
10. Finance  
   
10.1 AFBI Budget Monitor Report – Position at 31 December 2013  
   
 The Board noted the financial position as at 31 December 2013 and the small 

forecasted surplus for 2013/14 which includes the additional in-year funding 
from DARD and an anticipated increase in royalty income. 
 
A brief discussion took place regarding the difficulty in forecasting royalty 
income due to the significant lag in the receipt of the income.  The Executive 
advised that the forecast for 2013/14 had been based on actual in-year 
receipts and comparative figures from previous years.  The Executive 
acknowledged the risk associated with royalty income but assured the Board 
that the situation is monitored on a regular basis.  
 
Overall the Board signified that it was content with the report. 

 
 
 
 

   
10.2 AFBI Medium Term Financial Plan (MTFP)  
   
 The Executive indicated that it was still awaiting a response from DARD on 

the MTFP but that additional information had been received from the 
department on the budget pressures for 2015/16 since the last Board 
meeting.  The Board received an assurance that an update paper will follow. 

EXEC/ 
DG 

   
10.3 AFBI Budgets 2014/15 and 2015/16  
   
 A paper detailing the quantum and action that AFBI has taken to plan to meet 

the significant resource pressures for 2014/15 and 2015/16 was presented by 
the Executive. 
 
The Board noted that a significant element of the pressure is the pay 
progression costs which had not been included by DARD in AFBI’s baseline 
budget.  The Board requested that the Executive seek commitment from 
DARD that it will honour pay progression costs and that AFBI’s baseline be 
reset given that the department had omitted pay progression from AFBI’s 
baseline and that staff are employed under Northern Ireland Civil Service 
Terms and Conditions.  
 
The Board also agreed that the agenda for the workshop planned for 
Thursday 3 April 2014 will focus on the medium term budget pressures and 
how AFBI intends to deal with them.  The Acting Chair requested a paper 
from each of the Directors detailing how they will deal with budget pressures 
in their divisions and that AFBI should also seek clarification from DARD on 
the future of the AFBI Estate. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Directors 
 

LH/CEO 

   
11. AFBI Business Plan 2013/14 – Third Quarter Report on Key Performance 

Indicators (KPIs) for Period Ending 31 December 2013   
 

   
 The Board was asked to note the status of the Corporate KPIs at the end of 

quarter three and approve the recommendation from the Organisational 
Development and Human Resources (OD&HR) Sub-Committee not to 
progress the review of HRConnect. 
 
In view of the planned Review of AFBI and the risks of leaving HRConnect 
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while staff were on NICS terms and conditions, the Board agreed not to 
proceed with the planned review of HRConnect.  Accordingly, the latter target 
will be removed from the 2013/14 business plan. 
 
The Executive highlighted that, with the exception of the 30-day prompt 
payment target which cannot be achieved within this financial year, it was 
making every effort to achieve the remaining four KPIs which are at risk of not 
being fully achieved or achieved post-deadline. 

ACTION 
 

   
12. Governance Issues  
   
12.1 AFBI Risk Management  
   
12.1.1 Reports of New or Emerging Risks  
   
 There were no reports of any new or emerging risks to the organisation.  
   
12.1.2 Draft AFBI Corporate Risk Register  - updated January 2014  
   
 An updated version of the Corporate Risk Register was presented to the 

Board for noting and comment.  Changes to the scores of two risks were 
highlighted – 
 

 Corporate Risk No 1(CR1) – “If AFBI fails to deliver key priority areas 
of DARD’s Assigned Work Programme it may negatively impact its 
reputational standing with DARD”  

 Corporate Risk No 3 (CR3) – “If AFBI fails to achieve its targets for 
non-Grant-in-Aid income, this will put at risk its ability to deliver a 
balanced budget and maintain scientific capability” 

 
Following discussion the Board agreed that there is a need to differentiate 
between in-year financial risks and medium to long-term financial 
sustainability.  These risks and mitigating actions are set out in CR3 which 
relates to the in-year position and CR4 – “If AFBI fails to identify and plan to 
mitigate financial risks and pressures this will pose a risk to its sustainability 
and impact negatively on its reputation” which represents the risk to the 
longer term sustainability of AFBI.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
12.1.3 Draft Risk Management Strategy  
   
 The Executive presented a revised version of the Risk Management Strategy 

following a review of the AFBI Risk Management and Business Planning 
Group in September 2013 and comments made by the Audit Committee 
during its meeting in October 2013.  
 
The Acting Chair advised the Board that due to the lateness of the paper he 
was content to leave any comments until the next meeting.  However, 
following a brief discussion the majority of the Board were content to approve 
the proposed changes to the Risk Management Strategy.  The Board agreed 
to undertake a review of AFBI’s risk appetite during a future Board meeting. 
 
As an aside to this item, the Acting Chair stated that working papers should 
be with Board members at least 4 working days in advance of a Board 
meeting otherwise they would not be considered. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BOARD 
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12.2 Whistleblowing and Fraud ACTION 
   
 The Board noted the status of the live whistleblowing and fraud cases. 

 
A Board member requested an update on a whistleblowing report that had 
been presented by the member at a previous Board meeting in 2012.  The 
Executive advised that details had been forwarded to the Police Service of 
Northern Ireland (PSNI) at that time for investigation but a report on their 
findings has not yet been received. 

 

   
13. Draft AFBI Equality Scheme – Progress Report for Quarter Three  
   
 The Board acknowledged the quarterly progress report against the Equality 

Scheme Action Plan and signified that it was content to note the status.    
 

   
14. Science Strategy Sub-Committee  
   
14.1 Draft Minutes from Science Strategy Sub-Committee meeting held on  

13 December 2013 
 

   
 The Board was content to note the draft minutes from the Science Strategy 

Sub-Committee meeting held on 13 December 2013. 
 
Mr David Lindsay, Chair of the Science Strategy Sub-Committee, stated that 
on the foot of comments that he had received on the draft AFBI Science 
Strategy he was pleased to note that DARD is giving it consideration and 
looked forward to a response. 
 
Mr Lindsay also confirmed that following on from earlier comments made 
during the course of the meeting, members of committee would consider the 
issue of student fellowships and this will be an item on the agenda for the 
next meeting of the Sub-Committee. 

 

   
15.  Report from the Organisational Development & Human Resources  

Sub-Committee (OD&HR) Meeting held on 22 January 2014  
 

   
 The Chair of the OD&HR Sub-Committee, Prof McKelvey provided a brief 

summary of the matters arising from the Committee meeting held on  
22 January 2014. 
 
Amongst the matters considered were –  
 

 Branch Review – the review of Branches recommended in the KPMG 
Report has been paused pending the proposed review of AFBI. 

 Staff Absences – comparisons undertaken with other organisations 
indicated that they had no significant problems with absences arising 
from repetitive type work.  However, in an attempt to reduce staff 
absences in areas were the work is of a repetitive nature, 
management will consider the rotation of staff where practicable. 

 HR Stats – the Committee has asked for vacancies to be included in 
the staff numbers chart to be presented at the next Committee 
meeting. 

 Absence Reporting – long term sickness absence is being actively 
addressed. 

 Review of HRConnect – the Committee accepted the Executive’s 
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reasons for recommending that the review of HRConnect be paused 
as discussed earlier in the meeting. 

  Management of Attendance Review – the Committee noted that the 
Executive had produced an excellent report of management of 
attendance which included a number of proposed actions. 

 Learning and Development – the Executive had produced the first draft 
of a Learning and Development Strategy.  While this provides a sound 
framework, more detail is required particularly around scientific 
development. 

 Leadership Training Contract – the contract has been awarded and an 
initiation meeting is due to take place week commencing 3 February 
2014. 

 
The Chair thanked the staff in AFBI HR Branch for the work that they had 
carried out in preparation for the Committee meeting and asked for this to be 
conveyed to them. 

ACTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EXEC / 
LH 

   
16. AFBI Open Meeting  
   
 The CEO confirmed that the AFBI Dairy Conference scheduled for 20 March 

2014 will proceed as planned.  Board members will receive final details in due 
course.  In light of this decision, the AFBI Open Meeting will now take place 
on 1 May 2014 with the venue and format to be confirmed.  

 
 
 
 

   
17. Proposed AFBI Workshop – 3 April 2014   
   
 The Board decided that it would proceed with a workshop on 3 April 2014 and 

that it would focus on the anticipated pressures and cuts in the 2014/15 and 
2015/16 budgets and how AFBI could address these.  

 

   
18. Rolling Database of Issues Raised at AFBI Board Meetings  
   
 The Board was content to note the items contained in the Rolling Database.    
   
19. Any Other Business  
   
 There was no further business.   
   
20. Review of Board Meeting Effectiveness  
   
 Members agreed that it had been a positive meeting with the focus being on 

strategic matters.    
 

   
21. Date and Venue for Next AFBI Board Meeting  
   
 The next AFBI Board meeting will be held in AFBI Newforge at 10.00am on 

Tuesday 25 February 2014. 
 

   
22. AFBI Scientists Awarded OBEs in New Year Honours List 2014  
   
 Following the conclusion of the business, Prof Jim McAdam and Dr Danny 

Todd joined with members of the Board and the Executive Management 
Team for lunch.  In addressing both Prof McAdam and Dr Todd, the Acting 
Chair acknowledged the contribution that they had made during their careers 
and briefly highlighted some their achievements.   
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In response both Prof McAdam and Dr Todd stated that it was an honour to 
receive such an accolade and thanked the Board for marking the occasion.  
Prof McAdam and Dr Todd also acknowledged the support that they had 
received from colleagues with whom they had worked and this was echoed 
by the Acting Chair who requested that the thanks and appreciation of the 
Board be passed on to all those involved.   

ACTION 
 
 
 
 

EXEC/ 
CEO/LH 

   
 

 

 

Signed: ____________________________________________ 
   (Chairperson) 
 
Date:  _____________________________________________ 


