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

held at AFBI Newforge  
on Tuesday 25 March 2014 at 10.00am 

 

Present – Board Members In Attendance - AFBI Executive 

Mr Sean Hogan, Chair 
Prof William McKelvey, Deputy Chair 
Prof Patrick Murphy 
Dr Cecil McMurray 
Mr Bob McCann 
Mrs Hilary McCartan 
Mr Ken Millar 
Mr David Lindsay 
Mrs Hilda Stewart 
Mrs Sarah Havlin 
Mr Seamus McCaffrey 

Prof Seamus Kennedy, Chief Executive Officer 
Mrs Lesley Hogg, Director of Finance and Corporate Affairs 
 
Mr Joel Ferguson, Head of AFBI Innovations 
Mr Colin Berry, Head of AFBI Finance Branch   
Mr Stephen Cousins, AFBI Secretariat 
 

 

1. Welcome and Introduction ACTION 
   
 Mr Hogan opened the meeting and welcomed all in attendance.  
   
2. Apologies  
   
 An apology was received on behalf of Mr Trevor Hinds, AFBI Board member.  
   
3. Conflict of Interests / Register of Interests Declaration  
   
 There were no conflicts of interest declared or any changes to the Board 

members’ Register of Interests. 
 

   
 (Mrs Stewart entered the meeting)  
   
4. Draft AFBI Corporate Marketing/Media and Customer Engagement 

Strategy 
 

   
 The Executive presented a draft AFBI Corporate Marketing/Media and 

Customer Engagement Strategy for noting and approval. 
 
In the discussion that followed the Board acknowledged that the visibility of 
the organisation is important and welcomed the paper.  The Board made a 
number of suggestions and on a proposal from Mr Patrick Murphy, seconded 
by Dr Cecil McMurray the Board approved the strategy. 
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4.1 Board Communications Champion ACTION 
   
 The Board decided that the proposal to appoint a member of the Board as a 

Board Communications Champion warranted further consideration and 
agreed to place the matter on the agenda for a future meeting.   

 
SEC 

   
 (Mr Ferguson left the meeting)  
   
5. Draft Minutes of the Previous AFBI Board Meeting held on 25 February  

2014 
 

   
 On a proposal from Mr Bob McCann, seconded by Mr David Lindsay, the 

Board accepted the draft minutes from the previous AFBI Board meeting held 
on 25 February 2014 without amendment.  

 
 

   
6. Action Sheet from Previous AFBI Board Meeting held on 25 February 

2014 
 

   
 Progress against actions was noted as per the Action Sheet with the majority 

having been completed or included on the agenda for today’s meeting. 
 
 

   
7. Chairman’s Remarks  
   
 With this being the Chair’s final meeting he informed the Board that he would 

have liked to have been in a position to announce the name of the new Chair 
but the decision still rests with the Minister.  
 
Reflecting on his term in office, the Chair commented on the tremendous 
changes that have taken place in AFBI since 2006 and that throughout this 
period the Board and Executive have worked effectively together.  He stated 
that it had been an honour and a privilege for him to be the Chair of AFBI and 
in standing down he took comfort that the organisation was in good hands. 
The Chair also acknowledged the work carried out by AFBI staff and praised 
the dedication and commitment that they have shown since the inception of 
AFBI. 
 
While there have been many positive highlights the Chair stated that his one 
disappointment was his inability to convince DARD of the value of AFBI 
beyond the assigned work programme. 
 
In closing, the Chair thanked the Board and the Executive for their support. 

 

   
8. Executive Report  
   
 The CEO presented the Executive Report and the Board commented on a 

number of items. 
 

   
8.1 DARD / AFBI Strategic Working Group (SWG)  
   
 A recent meeting of the DARD / AFBI SWG was attended by the CEO,  

Mrs Hogg and Prof McKelvey.  The Terms of Reference have been agreed 
and the aim for the SWG is to have its deliberations completed by 31 May 
2014.  
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  ACTION 
8.2 Finance   
   
 The Board expressed concern that a lack of a timely response from DARD on 

AFBI’s proposals to address the forecasted deficit and the Medium Term 
Finance Plan is hindering progress. 

 
 

   
8.3 Fisheries and Aquatic Ecosystems Branch – RV Corystes  
   
 Having noted that there had been a short delay to the research programme 

due to a mechanical failure, the Board queried the contractual arrangements 
governing the loss of business under such circumstances.  In response the 
Executive informed the Board that under the terms of the current contract the 
ship management company would be held liable.  
 
The Executive also reported that AFBI are exploring future options relating to 
the operational needs of a research vessel but it will be some time before the 
Executive is in a position to make any recommendations to the Board. 

 

   
8.4 Contingency Arrangements  
   
 The CEO informed the Board that he had recently attended a presentation by 

the Director of the Pirbright Institute.  
 
The Board expressed serious concerns regarding an element of AFBI’s 
contingency plans which includes a reliance on laboratories in Great Britain. 
Previous experience of major disease outbreaks has shown that GB 
laboratories do not always have sufficient capacity to prioritise samples from 
Northern Ireland. 
 
The CEO indicated that DARD and AFBI had carried out a considerable 
amount of productive work on defining emergency response capability and 
that work is continuing. 

 

   
8.5 AFBI Visitation Programme  
   
 The CEO confirmed that there is an ongoing visitation programme at AFBI 

Hillsborough and staff would be happy to facilitate interested parties. 
 

   
8.6 Request for Information  
   
 The Board requested that the staff numbers histogram be presented to the 

Board at the next meeting following which the Board would determine how 
frequently it would wish to review it. 

EXEC/ 
BOARD 

   
9. Public Accounts Committee (PAC) Report  
   
 A copy of the Public Accounts Committee Report on the Agri-Food and 

Biosciences Institute was tabled by the Executive.  The CEO reported that 
since the publication of the report he has met with the DARD Permanent 
Secretary, Mr Noel Lavery to consider drafting of the Memorandum of Reply 
which must be laid before the Northern Ireland Assembly within two months 
of the publication of the report.  
 
As well as the recommendations from the PAC report, the CEO also informed 
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the Board that there are eleven recommendations arising from the Northern 
Ireland Audit Office Value for Money review and an action plan is being 
developed to ensure delivery. The Board was content to note.   

ACTION 
 

   
 (Mr Berry entered the meeting)  
   
10. Finance  
   
10.1 AFBI Budget Monitor Report – Position at 28 February 2014  
   
 The Executive provided the Budget Monitor Report outlining the financial 

position at 28 February 2014.  The report shows a forecasted surplus of 
£113k for 2013/14.  In welcoming the report the Board thanked all of those in 
AFBI Finance who had worked hard to ensure that the organisation’s budget 
remained on target. 

 

   
10.2 Financial Improvement Plan (FIP) Phase 2  
   
 The Executive provided the Board with an update on the progress in 

implementing the actions detailed in the FIP Phase 2.  The Board noted that 
the intention to centralise the procurement function team should deliver some 
savings as well as improving efficiency and governance but that it was too 
early to determine the likely quantum of such savings. 

 

   
10.3 National Fraud Initiative  
   
 The Board was provided with a report detailing the results of the 2012/13 

National Fraud Initiative and was content to note that on completion of the 
investigatory exercise no errors or evidence of fraud had been found. 

 

   
 (Mr Berry left the meeting)  
   
11. AFBI Business Plan 2014/15 (draft)  
   
 A paper detailing the comments made by the DARD Board following its 

consideration of the draft AFBI Business Plan for 2014/15 at its meeting on 
12 March 2014 was presented to the AFBI Board for noting and 
consideration.  The Board agreed that the Executive would update the draft 
and return it to DARD for agreement. 

EXEC 

   
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 Review of Corporate Risk No 3 – “If AFBI fails to achieve its targets for non-

Grant-in-Aid income, this will put at risk its ability to deliver a balanced annual 
budget and maintain scientific capacity” 

 

   
 The Executive provided a brief summary of Corporate Risk No 3 including a 

list of controls and additional actions required to help manage the risk. 
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The Board noted that the target risk score should have dropped to 4 with the 
reduction in the residual risk score.  The Executive confirmed that this was an 
oversight but advised that scores would be revised and increased with the 
commencement of the new financial year.  
 
Following consideration the Board suggested that the use of the Strategic 
Cost Model to monitor the income and expenditure for individual projects 
should be added to the list of controls used to manage the risk. 

ACTION 
 
 
 
 
 

EXEC 

   
12.2 Whistle-blowing and Fraud  
   
 The Board noted the status of the ongoing whistle-blowing and fraud cases.  
   
13. Board Workshop – Thursday 3 April 2014  
   
13.1 Draft Board Workshop Agenda  
   
 A draft agenda in respect of the forthcoming Board Workshop was presented 

for consideration and comment.  As well as the items listed the Board also 
agreed to add an item on the Strategic Cost Model.  

EXEC 

   
14. Rolling Database of Issues Raised at AFBI Board Meetings  
   
 The Board was content to note the updates to the Rolling Database.  
   
15. Review of Board Meeting Effectiveness   
   
 Board members acknowledged that all of the issues had been addressed and 

expressed their satisfaction at the way the business had been conducted. 
 

   
16. Any Other Business  
   
16.1 Constitution of Board Sub-Committees  
   
 The Chair asked that the Board place this matter on hold pending the 

appointment of a new Chair. 
BOARD 

   
17.  Date and Venue for Next AFBI Board Meeting   
   
 The next AFBI Board meeting, which will be a Strategic Workshop, will be 

held in AFBI HQ, Newforge on Thursday 3 April 2014 commencing at 
10.00am. 

 

   
18. Closed Session  
   
 Following the conclusion of normal business the Board met in closed session.  

 

 

Signed: ____________________________________________ 
   (Chairperson) 
 
Date:  _____________________________________________ 

 


