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

held at AFBI Stormont (VSD) 
on Tuesday 2 June 2015 at 10.00am 

 

Present – Board Members In Attendance - AFBI Executive 

Mr Colm McKenna, Chair 
Prof William McKelvey, 
Deputy Chair  
Mr Ian Buchanan 
Mr Colin Coffey 
Mrs Sarah Havlin 
Mr David Lindsay 
Mr Bob McCann 
Mrs Hilary McCartan 
Mrs Maureen McKeague 
Dr Cecil McMurray 
Mr Ken Millar 
Prof Patrick Murphy 
 

Prof Seamus Kennedy, Chief Executive Officer  
Mrs Lesley Hogg, Director of Finance and Corporate Affairs Division 
Dr Stanley McDowell, Director of Veterinary Sciences Division 
Dr Sinclair Mayne, Director of Sustainable Agri-Food 
Sciences Division. 
 
Mr James Adams, AFBI Secretariat 
 

 
1. Welcome and Introduction ACTION 
   
 The Chair opened the meeting and welcomed all in attendance.  
   
2. Apologies  
   
 There were no apologies to record.  
   
3. Conflict of Interests/Register of Interests Declaration  
   
 There were no new conflicts of interest declared, nor any changes to be made to 

Board members’ Register of Interests. 
 

   
4. Draft Minutes of the AFBI Board Meeting held on 12 May 2015  
   
 The draft minutes from the previous AFBI Board meeting held on 12 May 2015 

were approved without amendment. 
 

   
4.1. Action Sheet from AFBI Board Meeting held on 12 May 2015  
   
 Progress against actions was noted as per the Action Sheet, subject to the 

following: 
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4.1.1 Membership of Sub-Committees ACTION 
   
 The structure and membership of the range of Board Sub-Committees remains 

under discussion.  The Chair and deputy Chair will meet after today’s Board 
meeting to take forward with the aim of ratifying the make-up and general remits 
of the Committees at the July meeting of the AFBI Board. 

 
 

Chair 

   
4.1.2 Nurse Review of UK Research Councils  
   
 In response to a query from the Deputy Chair, the CEO confirmed that the 

DARD Departmental Scientific Adviser had agreed to write a letter in support of 
the CEO’s response to the Nurse Review consultation on UK Research Councils 
Review. 

 

   
4.2 AFBI New Bids and Contracts signed January to March 2015  
   
 As a result of the Board’s request for a quarterly update on external funding 

activities, Dr Mayne presented a paper which highlighted activity during the 
period 1 January to 31 March 2015.  In this period AFBI had signed twelve new 
contracts and submitted fifteen new bids for external funding. 
 
In discussing how the report may evolve and how future performance may be 
monitored, it was noted that non-Grant-in-Aid income analysis at division and 
branch level is already incorporated within the monthly Budget Monitor.  The 
Board also noted the potential for income to be affected by currency fluctuations. 
The Executive advised that currency fluctuations can be partially mitigated as 
some funding contracts allow for up to 50% of funding to be paid upfront but 
agreed to give this matter further consideration. 

 

   
5. Chairman’s Remarks  
   
 The Chair advised that he had held very positive meetings with the DARD 

Permanent Secretary and DARD Minister and that a number of strategic issues 
had been discussed.  The Chair informed the Board that there is a lot of work 
still to be undertaken to increase stakeholder engagement and seek 
opportunities for efficiency savings across the DARD family and that he is very 
much looking forward to the work and challenges that lay ahead. 
 
The Board was also content to note the Chair’s letter to the DARD PS dated 27 
May 2015 and that a copy of the original letter from the DARD PS will be 
distributed to Board members for information. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exec 

   
6. AFBI Strategy to 2020 - Update  
   
 The Executive presented AFBI’s 2020 Strategy in which the Executive had 

addressed the latest comments received from DARD following the meeting 
between the Chair, members of EMT, the DARD Permanent Secretary and other 
DARD officials on 16 April 2015.   
 
In noting that the Strategy is now with DARD, the Board encouraged the 
Executive to seek formal approval of the Strategy as soon as possible.  The 
Chair also emphasised that once approval of the Strategy has been provided the 
Board and Executive must convey a clear vision for staff of a bright future within 
AFBI for those who wish to fulfil their potential. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Exec 
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The Board felt the merits in adopting an accountable, audit-compliant multi-
annual programme based R&D commissioning process, which tasks AFBI with 
conducting and managing the projects, was an essential step in achieving the 
most efficient process which provides value for money to both AFBI and DARD.  
Whilst noting that the vast majority of Public Accounts Committee 
recommendations attributed to AFBI have been implemented, there was a 
consensus that AFBI must continue to demonstrate good governance in order to 
provide assurances and instil confidence in the workability of such a process. 
 
It was also noted that elements of the commissioning process discussion had 
been raised in the Chair’s recent letter to the DARD PS and the Executive 
agreed to give due consideration to whether the matter would be articulated 
within the AFBI Corporate Risk Register. 

ACTION 

   
7. Draft AFBI Corporate and Business Plan 2015/16  
   
 The Executive presented the revised AFBI Corporate and Business Plan 

2015/16 which was also updated following the comments received after the 
aforementioned meeting between senior AFBI and DARD Officials.  The 
Executive advised that the revised Plan has been resubmitted to the Department 
for onward submission to the DARD Minister subject to clarification with DARD 
of AFBI’s opening baseline position. 

 

   
8. Executive Report  
   
 The CEO presented the Executive report for May 2015 and highlighted the 

following key points: 
 

Estate Management 
 
The VSD-Stormont Main Building Outline Business Case (OBC) remains on 
hold with DARD Financial Policy Branch pending the outcomes of the space 
utilisation exercise and consideration of elements of AFBI’s 2020 Strategy.  
The Board noted that while work to consider the potential implications of 
AFBI’s 2020 Strategy will initially be undertaken by Dr Eileen Stewart and 
DARD Resource Economic Branch (REB), there is a possibility that the 
Strategic Investment Board (SIB) will be able to provide assistance during the 
latter stages of the exercise. 
 
In noting that further comments and requests for additional detail had been 
received in relation to the AFBI HQ/Plant Sciences Centre OBC, the Board 
expressed disappointment that the OBC had not yet been finalised given that 
SIB and DARD had indicated that it would be submitted to DFP by 31 March 
2015.  Mrs Hogg advised the Board that it now expects the OBC to be 
submitted to DFP in June 2015. 
 
Voluntary Exit Scheme (VES) 
 
Given the continuing uncertainty around funding for the VES, AFBI will mirror 
the NICS process by issuing conditional offers to a number of AFBI staff. 
 
CAFRE Food Innovation Centre 
 
The CEO attended the official opening of the new CAFRE Food Innovation 
Centre at the Loughry Campus.  The CEO stated that he had been impressed 
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by the excellent new facilities which will provide a good basis for future 
innovation and development. 

 
The Board was pleased to note the comprehensive overview of the work being 
undertaken within the Institute as detailed in the Executive Report and wished to 
formally recognise the range of scientific work and business development 
activity being undertaken by staff.  It was agreed that a formal note would be 
issued by the CEO to commend staff on their efforts and achievements. 

ACTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CEO 
   
9. Finance  
   
9.1 AFBI Budget Monitor Report – Position at 30 April 2015  
   
 Mrs Hogg presented the Budget Monitor for the month ending 30 April 2015 

which projects a deficit outturn for 2015/16 of £3.036m.  Primarily this deficit 
outturn is as a result of paybill savings from VES not being assumed to be 
realisable at this time due to uncertainty around VES funding.  If funding for VES 
were to be confirmed, this would address the deficit. 
 
In highlighting the section entitled “2015/16 Financial Risks and Pressures” it 
was noted that the Executive expects the bid to cover increased employer 
pension contributions to be met on a recurrent basis thus having a nil impact on 
the overall budget.  However, it was noted that such an increase will increase 
staff overhead rates. 
 
Following a discussion on the in-year financial challenges facing AFBI and the 
stretching non-Grant-in-Aid income target for the year, Dr Mayne was tasked 
with urgently producing a brief paper on funding streams that AFBI is currently 
ineligible to apply for to enable these to be discussed with DARD. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SM 

   
 Dr Mayne left the meeting  
   
10. Draft Minutes from Science Strategy Committee Meeting held on 23 April 

2015 
 

   
 Having previously provided a verbal update at the May meeting of the AFBI 

Board, Mr Lindsay presented the draft minutes from the Science Strategy 
meeting held on 23 April 2015 and they were duly noted. 

 

   
11. Draft Minutes from Audit & Risk Assurance Committee Meeting held on 28 

April 2015 
 

   
 Mr McCann presented the draft minutes from the recent meeting of the Audit & 

Risk Assurance Committee meeting held on the 28 April 2015.  The Board was 
content to note having received a verbal update at the previous AFBI Board 
meeting. 

 

   
12. Governance Issues  
   
12.1 Risk Management  
   
12.1.1 Reports of New or Emerging Risks  
   
 Mrs Hogg advised that the Executive was not aware of any new or emerging 

risks to the organisation. 
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  ACTION 
12.2 Whistleblowing and Fraud  
   
 The Board was content to note that there were no new or emerging cases of 

Whistleblowing or Fraud. 
 

   
13. Public Accounts Committee (PAC) Recommendations Update  
   
 In accordance with the PAC’s formal correspondence to DFP for a twelve month 

update on the implementation of the recommendations in the Committee’s report 
on AFBI, Mrs Hogg presented a paper entitled “PAC Recommendations Update” 
which detailed AFBI and DARD progress in implementing six formal and three 
informal PAC recommendations.  In noting the consolidated update, Mrs Hogg 
informed the Board that it is anticipated that DFP will only provide a response on 
the six formal recommendations and that a copy of the response, due to be 
submitted to the PAC by 5 June 2015, will be provided to the Board in due 
course.  
 
Whilst recognising the difficulties the Executive is experiencing in obtaining 
meaningful comparator information in relation to benchmarking of corporate and 
unit costs, the Board was content to note the current status of the draft 
responses and recognised the efforts undertaken by the Executive, over the 
previous eighteen months, to comply with the recommendations.  In response, 
the Executive stated that it hopes to bring the outstanding recommendations to a 
conclusion over the next few months. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exec 

   
14. Proposals for AFBI Open Meeting – 3 September 2015  
   
 The CEO presented a paper entitled “AFBI Open Meeting – 3 September 2015” 

which outlined the logistical information as well as the intended programme for 
the day. 
 
Initial thoughts from the Board centred on ensuring that there was a strong 
strategic element to the day and a focus on what support we need from and in 
turn can provide to, the Agri-Food Industry going forward.  The Board was 
content with the proposals. 

 

   
15. Any Other Business  
   
15.1 Draft Minutes from Finance Sub-Committee Meeting held 11 May 2015  
   
 Mrs McCartan presented the draft minutes from the Finance Sub-Committee 

meeting held on the 11 May 2015.  The Board was content to note having 
received a verbal update at the previous AFBI Board meeting. 

 

   
15.2 AFBI Postgraduate Seminar Day – 11 June 2015  
   
 The CEO took the opportunity to invite AFBI Board members to the AFBI 

Postgraduate Seminar Day which will be held this year at AFBI Hillsborough on 
Thursday the 11 June 2015. 

 

   
16. Review of Board Effectiveness  
   
 The Board was satisfied that it had held an effective meeting.  
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17. Date of Next AFBI Board Meeting – 1 July 2015  
   
 The next AFBI Board meeting will be held on Wednesday 1 July 2015 at AFBI 

Headquarters, Newforge Lane. 
 

 
 
 
 
Signed: ____________________________________________ 
   (Chairperson) 
 
Date:  _____________________________________________ 


