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

held at AFBI Newforge  
on Tuesday 06 May 2014 at 10.00am 

 

Present – Board Members In Attendance - AFBI Executive 

Mr Colm McKenna, 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 

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

 

1. Welcome and Introduction ACTION 
   
 Mr Colm McKenna, new Chair of the AFBI Board welcomed all to the 

meeting.  
 

   
2. Apologies  
   
 There were no apologies to record.   
   
3. Conflict of Interests / Register of Interests Declaration  
   
 There were no conflicts of interest declared nor any changes to be made to 

the Board members’ Register of Interests. 
 

   
4. Draft Minutes of the Previous AFBI Board Meeting held on  

25 March 2014  
 

   
 The draft minutes from the previous AFBI Board meeting held on 23 March 

2014 were accepted subject to the following amendment –  
 
Item 8.4 delete the second paragraph and replace with the following – 
 
“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.”   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sec 
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  ACTION 
5. Action Sheet from the Previous AFBI Board Meeting held on  

25 March 2014 
 

   
 Progress against actions was noted as per the action sheet.  
   
5.1 Staff Numbers Histogram  
   
 A staff numbers histogram was tabled and the details duly noted.  
   
6. Draft Minutes of the AFBI Board Finance Strategy Workshop held on  

3 April 2014 
 

   
 In accepting the draft minute from the AFBI Board Finance Strategy 

Workshop the Board agreed that it was a fair reflection of the discussion that 
had taken place during the workshop.  
 
Commenting on the minutes the Chair sought clarity on the meaning of the 
statement - “The Board restated the need to build links with the industry and 
the importance of stakeholder groups.”   
 
In response the Board spelt out its desire to build effective relationships with 
the Northern Ireland agri-food industry while recognising the role of DARD. 
The Chair expressed his support for strengthening links with the agri-food 
industry and was happy to endorse the Board’s desire to engage with 
stakeholders.    

 

   
7. Action Sheet from the Previous AFBI Board Meeting held on  

3 April 2014 
 

   
 Progress against actions was noted as per the action sheet.  
   
7.1 Exchange of Letters between Deputy Chair of the AFFBI Board and 

DARD Permanent Secretary.  
 

   
 A copy of a letter sent by Prof McKelvey, Deputy Chair and a copy of a letter 

received in response from Mr Noel Lavery, DARD Permanent Secretary were 
circulated to the Board. Following a brief discussion the Chair agreed to 
discuss with the Permanent Secretary.  

Chair 

   
8. Chair / Deputy Chair Remarks  
   
 Prof McKelvey, Deputy Chair, gave a warm welcome to Mr McKenna as the 

new Chair and, on behalf of the Board, wished him every success in the post.   
 
In thanking the Board for its warm welcome, the Chair informed members that 
he has previous experience of working with the agri-food industry at a high 
level and has always been interested in the sector.  The Chair stated that 
AFBI has an important role to play in future developments within the agri-food 
sector which is a major contributor to the Northern Ireland economy. 
 
The Chair also outlined some of his aims and objectives - 

 The need to have good communication channels with the Department 
and the industry and build a good working relationship with AFBI’s 
stakeholders; 
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 Continue to seek ways to further expand AFBI’s commercial portfolio; 
and 

 Help and assist the CEO and the Executive Team to drive the 
organisation forward.   

 

ACTION 

 The Chair acknowledged that the Northern Ireland public sector is facing 
considerable financial challenges and that these in turn will put downward 
pressure on AFBI’s funding. He added that while AFBI will continue to seek to 
build its commercial income this is going to be difficult and he is keen to 
discuss this issue with the Department.  
 
In response the Board commented on a number of items such as the report 
from the Agri-food Strategy Board (ASB), commercialisation and governance.  
 
With regard to the report from ASB the Board was disappointed that progress 
has been delayed but noted that if the recommendations are accepted it will 
provide potential opportunities for AFBI. The Board agreed that further 
commercialisation is essential for AFBI’s financial sustainability and 
welcomed the Chair’s desire to discuss this issue with the Department. The 
Board also highlighted the governance restrictions associated with greater 
commercialisation. The Chair stated that good governance is essential and 
with good governance comes greater freedoms. However, to gain these 
freedoms AFBI will need to demonstrate to the Department that it has good 
governance arrangements in place.  

 

   
9. Executive Report  
   
 The Executive Report was taken as read and the Board noted the following. 

 

 Criticism of the slow progress of some TB R&D projects carried out in 
AFBI by the Agriculture and Rural Development Committee – the Board 
noted that the delays highlighted the challenges AFBI faces relating to 
the recruitment and retention of staff and the fact that AFBI’s salaries do 
not appear to be competitive. The Chair agreed to raise this matter with 
the DARD Permanent Secretary.   

 Agri-food symposium hosted by QUB – the CEO informed the Board that 
Dr Tony O’Neill, Chair of Agri-Food Strategy Board (ASB), had 
addressed the meeting and relayed some of his comments on the delay 
in a government response to the report.   The Chair stated that he would 
be keen to explore Dr O’Neill’s view further. 

 
There was also some discussion surrounding the current and future contract 
arrangements pertaining to the RV Corystes and it was noted that the 
contract is being retendered. During the course of the discussion Prof 
McKelvey declared a potential conflict of interest given his position on the 
Board of the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency. 
 
The Board welcomed the publication of a staff newsletter and it was agreed 
that a copy would be issued to Board members. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Chair 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exec 
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  ACTION 
10. Finance Sub-Committee  
   
10.1 Draft Minutes from Finance Sub-Committee Meeting held on  

24 February 2014  
 

   
 Having received a brief note from the Finance Sub-Committee Meeting held 

on 24 February 2014, during a previous Board meeting, the Board was 
content to note the draft minutes. 
 
With regard to the development of divisional profit and loss accounts the 
Executive advised that this matter is aligned to the work being carried out on 
the AFBI Strategic Cost Model which is resource-intensive.  However, the 
Executive stated that it was aiming to have divisional profit and loss accounts 
prepared in respect of the quarter ended June 2014.     

 

   
 (Mr Berry entered the meeting)  
   
11. Finance   
   
11.1 AFBI Budget Monitor Report  
   
 The Executive presented the AFBI Budget Monitor Report for the period 

ending 31 March 2014.  The Executive highlighted that, as it was the year-
end report, the results were provisional but that no material changes are 
expected. 
 
The Executive reported that the financial position shows a forecasted surplus 
(after depreciation) of £368k for 2013/14. The report noted that the £255k 
increase from the forecasted surplus of £113k in February was as a result of 
an increase in income, a reduction in salary costs, an increase in programme 
expenditure, a net decrease in overheads and a decrease in capital 
expenditure.  The Executive did however highlight the risk associated with the 
outturn for royalty income given the lag in the receipt of income. There was 
also some discussion around the accounting treatment of livestock which the 
Executive agreed to check.  
 
The Board was content to note the report. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exec 

   
11.2 2014/15 Financial Savings Plan  
   
 A paper summarising AFBI’s proposals to address a 4% reduction in AFBI’s 

2014/15 budget, as requested by DARD, was presented by the Executive.  
The Executive stated that the paper was based on the 2015/16 Financial 
Savings Plan and was being presented to the Board for information as it was 
required to be presented to DARD on 9 April.  
 
In response the Board noted the funding pressures, the Executive’s 
proposals to address these and that AFBI was awaiting a response from 
DARD.  

 
 

   
11.3 Corporate Overhead and Support Costs  
   
 At the request of the Board, the Executive provided a paper detailing the 

breakdown of Corporate Overheads, Split of Savings Target Between 
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Divisions and the FCAD Cost and Structure.   
 
The Board queried what savings might arise from the capital estate projects 
currently under development. The Executive advised that the proposed 
replacement/refurbishment of the VSD main building and animal 
accommodation at Hillsborough were unlikely to yield any savings as the 
buildings needed replacement or refurbishment to provide business continuity 
as they were nearing the end of their useful lives. The Executive advised that 
savings were however anticipated from a reduction/consolidation of AFBI’s 
footprint on the other sites but that the quantum will not become known until 
the business cases are developed.  
 
The Board thanked the Executive for an excellent paper and the Chair stated 
that he wished to take time to consider the paper in more detail.  

ACTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chair 

   
 (Mr Berry left the meeting)  
   
12.  Provisional Outturn on 2013/14 Implementation of Business Plan 

Targets 
 

   
 A paper detailing the provisional end-of-year outturn of the 2013/14 

Corporate Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) was presented for noting.  
Commenting on the report, the Board acknowledged that overall it 
represented a positive position given the challenges faced by the 
organisation.  
 
The Executive reported that it was now targeting the end of June 2014 to 
submit a plan to DARD identifying succession planning issues and challenges 
and how these will be addressed. 

 

   
13. AFBI Business Plan 2014/15 - Update  
   
 An updated version of the 2014/15 AFBI Business Plan was presented to the 

Board for approval prior to it being forwarded to the DARD Board for 
consideration and approval at its meeting on 12 May 2014 and prior to its 
consideration by the DARD Minister. 
 
The Board discussed the changes made since its consideration at the March 
Board meeting and the rationale for these. In particular it discussed the 
changes to the anticipated funding from DARD and the changes to the Key 
Performance Indicators. The Board approved the changes and noted that 
AFBI should aspire to complete 95% of DARD Evidence and Innovation 
projects on time and within budget by the next Corporate Planning cycle. 

 

   
14. Governance Issues  
   
14.1 Risk Management  
   
14.1.1 Reports of New or Emerging Risks  
   
 The Executive highlighted the risks associated with retendering of the 

management contract and the age of the Research Vessel (RV) Corystes, 
and AFBI’s income generation target for 2014/15. . 
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  ACTION 
14.2 Whistleblowing and Fraud  
   
 A paper providing a brief update and current status of an ongoing whistle-

blowing case was presented. The Board was content to note.   
 

   
15. Estate  
   
 A paper entitled “DARD Estate 2020 – Strategic Outline Case” was presented 

to the Board in order to provide members with an insight to DARD’s Estate 
Strategy and highlight the work that is being done. 
 
The Board was very encouraged by the paper and the priority given to the 
AFBI estate within the document.  The Board offered its congratulations to 
the Executive team on the work that they have done. 
 
During the course of the discussion Prof Murphy declared a potential conflict 
of interest given his role on the Audit Committee of Armagh City Council 
which has potential interest in the site at AFBI Loughgall.  

 

   
16.  AFBI Equality Scheme – Progress Report Quarter 4  
   
 A paper outlining progress against the actions listed for the final quarter 

(January - March 2014) as well as a summary of the actions to be taken 
during the first quarter of 2014/15 (April – June 2014) was presented to the 
Board. The Board was content to note that all of the 2013/14 actions in the 
Equality Scheme Action Plan have been completed.  

 
 
 
 
 

   
17. Northern Ireland Audit Office Review and Public Accounts Committee 

Report – Update on the Status of Recommendations 
 

   
 The Board noted the status of the Northern Ireland Audit Office and Public 

Accounts Committee recommendations and confirmed that it was content for 
the progress against recommendations to be monitored by the AFBI Audit 
Committee. The Board requested that an update on the status of the Public 
Accounts Committee recommendations be presented to it twice a year.  
 
The Executive informed the Board that the DARD Minister had approved the 
draft Memorandum of Reply for submission to DFP who would lay it before 
the NI Assembly. The Executive highlighted that there is a significant amount 
of work to be done to implement the recommendations and the difficulty in 
identifying suitable comparators for benchmarking and accessing the required 
information. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
18. Mid-Year Review of AFBI’s Delivery of the 2013/14 Assigned Work 

Programme 
 

   
 A paper summarising the responses to the mid-year review of AFBI’s delivery 

of the 2013/14 Assigned Work Programme was tabled for consideration. The 
Board was content to note ASB’s positive mid-year assessment, as well as 
the emerging risks and issues. Overall, the Board accepted that it was a 
positive report. 
 
The Board asked when the year-end report would be available. The 
Executive advised that the underlying surveys had been commissioned within 
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DARD and AFBI and that once completed, DARD would compile the report 
for DARD’s Top Management Team. The Executive hoped that the report 
would be made available in June 2014. 

ACTION 

   
19. Rolling Database of Issues Raised at Previous Board Meetings  
   
 The Board agreed to invite Mr Ray Atkinson, AFBI’s representative in the 

United States of America to the next suitable meeting of the AFBI Board. 
  
The Board also discussed whether to appoint a Board Communications 
Champion, as raised for consideration in the AFBI Board Workshop Action 
Plan. The Board agreed not to appoint a specific individual to this role but 
expressed a willingness to assist the Executive in promoting AFBI.  The 
Board considered that highly effective internal and external communication 
was extremely important at this time of major change for AFBI.      

Exec 

   
20. AFBI Open Meeting - Update  
   
 The Board agreed to hold the Open Meeting in September 2014 with the 

content and format subject to further discussion between the Chair and the 
CEO.   

Exec 

   
21. AFBI Board Performance Self Assessment Checklist  
   
 The Secretary informed the Board that he was still waiting on one return 

which was delayed due to a technical issue. On receipt of all the returns the 
Chair asked that they be forwarded to him in the first instance.   

 
 

Sec 
   
22. Any Other Business   
   
22.1 Composition of AFBI Board Sub-Committees  
   
 The Chair stated that he would be keen to get an understanding of the work 

carried out by the Board’s sub-committees and sought nominations for an 
additional member for each at the Audit Committee and the Finance 
Committee to fill recent retirements. Prof Patrick Murphy was appointed to the 
Audit Committee and Mr Ken Millar to the Finance Committee. 
 
The Chair stated that he will hold further discussions with the Chairs of the 
Human Resources and Organisational Development Sub-Committee and the 
Science Strategy Sub-Committee to obtain a better understanding of the work 
carried out. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chair 
 

   
23. Review of AFBI Board Meeting Effectiveness  
   
 Board members were content with the way in which the business had been 

conducted but made reference to the length of the agenda.   
 
The Chair agreed to review the agenda but stated that the next three or four 
meetings are likely to focus on the future of AFBI and the agenda would need 
to reflect this. The Chair also stated that his main aim in the immediate future 
will be to build relationships with stakeholders and establish contacts with the 
Minister and special advisers.    
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  ACTION 
24. Date of Next Meeting  
   
 The next meeting of the AFBI Board will take place in AFBI Stormont 

(Veterinary Sciences Division) on Monday 9 June 2014 at 10am.   
 

   
 

 

 

Signed: ____________________________________________ 
   (Chairperson) 
 
Date:  _____________________________________________ 

 


