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

Board Meeting held in AFBI Hillsborough and via WebEx 

on Friday 1 July 2022 at 10.00hrs 
 

Board Members 
  

Mr Colin Coffey, Chair 

Mrs Roberta Brownlee, Deputy Chair 

Ms Kate Burns 

Mr Martyn Blair 

Mr David Campbell  

Mrs Daphne Johnston 

Mr Alan Moore 

 

Mr Bill Montgomery 

Mr Ian Murphy 

Mr Tim McClelland 

Ms Therese Rafferty 

Prof Sally Shortall 

Mr Tom Tynan 

Mr Tom Wright 
 

 

AFBI Executive: 

Dr Stanley McDowell, Chief Executive Officer 

Mr Pieter-Jan Schön, Director of Environment and Marine Sciences Division 

Mrs Josephine Kelly, Director of Finance & Corporate Affairs Division 

Prof Elizabeth Magowan, Director of Sustainable Agri-Food Sciences Division 

Dr Alastair Douglas, Director of Veterinary Sciences Division 
 

In Attendance  

Mr Glenn Montgomery, Head of Governance and Performance 

Mr David Armstrong, Head of Information Services Branch (Item 5) 

Mr Eamonn McCoy, Digital Enterprise Services, DAERA (Item 5) 

Mr James Adams, AFBI Secretariat 

 

Visitor 

Mrs Katrina Godfrey, Permanent Secretary, DAERA (Items 11 & 12) 

 

 

1. Welcome and Introduction ACTION 

   

 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting.  
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2. Apologies  

   

 There were no apologies to record.  

   

3. Conflict of Interests Declaration    

   

 There were no Conflicts of Interest declared.  

   

4. Draft Minutes of Board Meeting held on 28 April 2022  

   

 The draft minutes of the Board Meeting held on 28 April 2022 were 

accepted as an accurate and fair representation of the meeting. 

 

 

   

4.1 Action Sheet from Board Meeting held on  

28 April 2022 

 

   

 The Board noted that the actions as per the Action Sheet had been 

completed or included on the agenda for this meeting. 

 

   

5. Cyber Security Presentation   

   

 Mr McCoy gave a presentation to the Board entitled ‘Cyber Risk 

Assurance Briefing’.  He provided background and set out the key cyber 

risks identified by DAERA within their Corporate Risk Register and 

outlined a number of local and national responses to the current 

cyber security landscape. 

 

In order to assess the cyber security position within its Arms-Length 

Bodies, AFBI will be asked to complete a cyber assurance 

questionnaire by DAERA.  Mr McCoy gave an overview of the cyber 

assessment and key principles.  He also highlighted the importance 

of cyber culture and that it is an organisational challenge rather than 

an IT problem. 

 

Following a short Q&A session, the Board thanked Mr McCoy for his 

presentation and agreed that the AFBI response to the cyber 

assurance questionnaire should be discussed at the next Board 

meeting. 
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6. Board Sub-Committees  

   

6.1 Minutes of Board Sub Committees  

   

6.1.1 Minutes of the Finance & Business Strategy Committee held on 30 May 

2022 

 

   

 The Board noted the draft minutes of the Finance & Business Strategy 

Committee held on 30 May 2022. 

 

Mr Tynan gave a synopsis of the key points of the meeting including 

an excellent presentation by the Head of AFBI’s Research Support 

Office (RSO) on recent bids and secured contracts which was also 

presented to the Science Strategy Committee. 

 

In discussions it was noted that the strategic direction of project 

applications lay with the Science Directors, the RSO plays a significant 

role in terms of support and scrutiny.  It was agreed that the Head of 

the RSO would be invited to give a presentation at the next Board 

meeting. 
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6.1.2 Minutes of the Science Strategy Committee Meetings held on 27 April 2022 

and 7 June 2022 

 

   

 The Board noted the final minutes of the Science Strategy Committee 

Meeting held on 27 April 2022 and the draft minutes of the Science 

Strategy Committee meeting held on 7 June 2022. 

 

Ms Burns highlighted that the Committee had discussed the 

commissioning process for the Assigned Work Programme (AWP) and 

Evidence and Innovation (E&I) projects.  Other topics discussed 

included Green Growth, grass breeding and the impact of EU Exit and 

the NI Protocol. 

 

In response to a query on the uptake by farmers for the Soil Nutrient 

Health Scheme (SNHS), Mr Schön advised on the uptake to date and 

further considerations by DAERA & AFBI to encourage sign-up.  The 

Board suggested that every effort should be made to explain the 

benefits to farmers for signing up to the SNHS. 
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6.1.3 Report on the Organisational Development & Human Resources 

Committee Meeting held on 9 June 2022 

 

   

 In reporting on the Organisational Development & Human Resources 

Committee Meeting, Mrs Johnston highlighted that the Committee 

was pleased to note the positive position in respect of sickness 

absence and completion of performance appraisals. 

 

A detailed discussion was also held in relation to staffing, recruitment 

and retention. The Committee had considered the results of the AFBI 

Staff Engagement Survey and requested that the issues raised be 

addressed as quickly as possible.  The CEO highlighted that the 

Executive is progressing with an action plan and that further feedback 

from staff was being sought through focus groups.   

 

   

6.1.4 Report on the Oversight & Governance Committee Meeting held on 25 

June 2022 

 

   

 Mr Moore reported that the Oversight and Governance Committee 

had reviewed the large and complex projects report and received a 

presentation from the Head of the AFBI’s Research Support Office on 

the outcomes of the Intellectual Property (IP) audit. 

 

A discussion on risk also took place and it was agreed that Divisional 

Directors would provide a short report incorporating a number of key 

risk headings to future Committee meetings. 

 

   

6.1.5 Minutes of the Audit & Risk Assurance Committee held on 26 April 2022   

   

 The Board noted the draft minutes of the Audit & Risk Assurance 

Committee held on 26 April 2022. 

 

Mr Wright informed the Board that Committee discussion had 

included a focus on the Priority 1 Audit Recommendations and the 

inclusion of content within AFBI’s Corporate Risk Register. 

 

The Board also noted that Mr Wright had held introductory meetings 

with representatives of the various auditing bodies and would be 

meeting with the Chair of DAERA’s Audit & Risk Assurance Committee 

shortly. 
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7. Governance Issues  

   

7.1 Risk Management  

   

7.1.1 Reports of New or Emerging Risks  

   

 There were no new or emerging risks to report. 

 

AFBI has an established corporate risk around providing secure and 

adequate IT systems.  In light of the earlier presentation on cyber 

security, it was noted that AFBI’s Risk Review Group will assess the 

risk in detail at its next meeting. 

 

 

 

 

Exec 

   

7.2 Fraud and Whistleblowing / Raising Concerns  

   

7.2.1 Reports of new or Ongoing Cases  

   

 Mr Montgomery reported that there were no new cases of Fraud / 

Whistleblowing to report. 

 

A long standing investigation of potential fraud, linked to a closed 

Whistleblowing case, has been closed out by the Executive as it is 

considered that there is no evidence to support fraud.  Another case 

of potential fraud, reported to the Board in April 2022, is under 

investigation and is expected to be concluded before the next Board 

meeting.  

 

In noting that the Executive will take notice of any lessons learned 

arising from wider public sector reviews and that AFBI documentation 

encourages staff to speak out, the Board discussed the importance of 

continually promoting an open and inclusive culture so staff feel 

confident and able to approach management with any concerns. 

 

   

7.3 Policies and Guidance  

   

7.3.1 AFBI Records Management Policy  

   

 Mr Montgomery presented the AFBI Records Management Policy 

which had been updated to take account of a revised Records 

Management Code of Practice issued under the Freedom of 

Information Act 2000.  Other updates include the setting of ‘Content 
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Manager’ as the default system for AFBI’s official records and to note 

the staff responsibilities in the use of Content Manager. 

 

The Board approved the revised AFBI Records Management Policy. 

 

In response to a query on ensuring staff awareness, Mr Montgomery 

advised that the revised policy will be disseminated to staff through 

online training, the staff newsletter and the Information Governance 

news bulletin. 

   

7.3.2 Records Management – NICS Guidance for Non-Executive Directors  

   

 The Board noted the document entitled ‘NICS Records Management 

Protocol for Non-Executive Directors (NED’s)’. 

 

   

8. Finance & Business  

   

8.1 Finance Update Report  

   

 Mrs Kelly presented the Finance Update paper and outlined a 

number of key points. 

 

In the absence of the normal June monitoring round, DAERA 

commissioned a first monitoring round and the AFBI submission was 

provided on 13 June 2022.  It was noted that the submission 

contained a substantial bid for ‘Cost of Living’ pressures relating to 

the increases being experienced across the Institute in the cost of 

utilities and other running costs. Initial meetings with DAERA on the 

internal monitoring round have been largely positive and subject to 

approvals, AFBI hopes to receive additional funding in a number of 

areas.  

 

The CEO noted that should funding not become available in respect 

of the cost-of-living pressures being experienced, substantial 

elements of current work programmes could not be delivered. The 

Board acknowledged the uncertainty of the current funding 

environment and were content to support the continuation of work 

programmes in the expectation of funding from DAERA being 

forthcoming.  
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AFBI Finance is now conducting an exercise to split the 2022-23 

opening allocation budgets into Resource and Capital R&D categories 

which will also inform the Future Years budget exercise. 

 

AFBI Finance has also submitted the costed Assigned Work 

Programme (AWP) to DAERA and has met with AFBI Sponsor Branch 

(ASB) to discuss its delivery in parallel with the ongoing budgetary 

constraints. 

 

Mrs Kelly informed the Board that there were still issues arising from 

the upgrade to the AFBI Finance system which had been undertaken 

in March/ April 2022. As well as moving the system to a new database 

platform, the upgrade was required to allow integration with the new 

PPM system and other functionality to be incorporated. The team 

within AFBI was working with the suppliers to address these issues. 

She advised that as a result that there was a backlog of invoices 

(payments and income) and reporting. The Board sought assurance 

that the systems issues were given the appropriate focus and 

attention to allow the backlogs and issues to be resolved. Mrs Kelly 

would keep the Chairman informed over the summer break until the 

next Board meeting. An update would be provided at the Finance & 

Business Meeting in August and also at the September Board 

meeting.    

 

Mrs Kelly advised that a settlement had been agreed by all parties in 

relation to royalties owed.  Funding could be received by AFBI before 

the end of the calendar year. 

   

8.2 Action Plan to Address NIAO and Internal Audit Recommendations  

   

 Mrs Kelly presented the ‘Audit Recommendations – Action Plan Update’ 

which outlined the latest progress in relation to a number of high 

priority recommendations. 

 

All areas are being progressed and Mrs Kelly advised that 

documentation on the areas identified by the auditors is being 

prepared for the audit file for the 2021-22 AFBI Accounts.  Discussion 

on the timing of the audit is currently ongoing between the Executive 

and the NIAO and it may impact on the timing of the next Audit & Risk 

Assurance Committee.  Mrs Kelly will discuss this with the Committee 

Chair. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JK  
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In terms of the review of the structure and roles and responsibilities 

of the finance business partner role, the Chair asked that lessons be 

learned from previous restructure and embedding finance roles into 

the divisions be considered. He asked that the Oversight and 

Governance Committee seek an assurance on this at a future 

meeting. 

 

 

 

 

JK 

   

9. Health & Safety  

   

9.1 Health & Safety Update  

   

 The Board noted the “Health and Safety Update Report” dated June 

2022. 

 

Mrs Kelly advised that interviews for the Head of Health & Safety and 

Compliance Branch had concluded and an offer of appointment is 

expected to be made shortly. 

 

After a brief discussion on trends and lessons learned in relation to 

reported incidents, Mrs Kelly agreed to discuss this further with the 

Chair of the Audit & Risk Assurance Committee. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JK 

   

10. Executive Report  

   

 The CEO presented the “Executive Report” and highlighted a number 

of points including the following:- 

 

• Each Directorate and Branch are working through their individual 

results of the Staff Engagement Survey to develop their own action 

plans.  Implementation of the key themes arising will require 

additional resource to facilitate; 

• Recruitment activity is continues given that permanent staff 

figures are below the staff complement.  Recruitment will remain 

ongoing subject to affordability; 

• Over 170 peer review papers were published by AFBI in 2021-22 

with 140 of these classed as high ranking in terms of impact; 

• Progress has been made on the replacement research vessel and 

tenders will be invited from selected yards for the final 

procurement stage. 
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The Board discussed the results of AFBI’s Staff Engagement Survey, 

the areas requiring improvement and the need for enhanced 

communication at all levels. 

   

 LUNCH  

   

11. Update on Draft AFBI Corporate Plan 2022-2026  

   

 Attendees warmly welcomed the DAERA Permanent Secretary,  

Mrs Katrina Godfrey, to the meeting and by way of introduction she 

was provided with a presentation on the draft AFBI Corporate Plan 

2022-2026. 

 

The CEO gave an overview of AFBI’s remit which underpins and aligns 

to DAERA’s Policy and also supports the wider agri-food industry and 

the Programme for Government (PfG).  He outlined AFBI’s proposed 

Vision and Strategic Priorities for 2022-2026, how they align with 

DAERA and how they can help meet local and global challenges in 

areas such as climate change, animal and plant health, environmental 

sustainability as well as maintaining a strong and nutritious food 

supply chain. 

 

He also highlighted that advances in science and technology have led 

to greater expectations on what can be achieved through science but 

noted that advances are often associated with increased costs.  The 

opportunities in relation to advanced data measurements and the 

potential of increased data analyses and modelling were also noted. 

 

In concluding his presentation the CEO touched on the areas of AFBI 

focus and the importance of working in partnership with DAERA to 

deliver priorities and influence policy development through an 

outcomes focused AWP and a programme based approach for R&D. 

 

   

12 Board / Permanent Secretary Discussion  

   

 Mrs Godfrey thanked the CEO for his welcome and presentation and 

provided attendees with a brief background to her career within the 

NICS and said that she was looking forward to working with AFBI and 

the Board.  She emphasised the importance of strong and positive 

relationships in delivering successful outcomes and stressed her 

commitment to ensuring not only appropriate accountability but also 

strong partnership working between the Department and AFBI. 

 



 

Final 

10 

 

The Chair highlighted the unique position of AFBI to provide a holistic 

approach to the entire food chain and highlighted the extent of 

collaborations with external parties in a wide range of sectors which 

enables AFBI to have access to further cutting edge expertise. 

 

The Chair also explained the Committee structure used to support 

the Board in delivering its outcomes and the respective Chairs’ of the 

Committees raised a number of topics and key points.  During the 

discussions Mrs Godfrey highlighted the importance of being able to 

communicate the everyday impact of scientific work undertaken.  She 

highlighted a desire to understand and champion the work of AFBI 

and encouraged AFBI to consider how best it could tell the story of 

how the work it did matters and who will benefit from it in a way that 

could easily be relayed to key stakeholders both inside and beyond 

government. 

 

The Board thanked Mrs Godfrey for her attendance today and were 

encouraged by the discussions and the focus on partnership 

working and looked forward to further engagement in the near 

future. 

   

13. Chair’s Remarks  

   

 The Chair reported briefly on his meeting with the DAERA Deputy 

Secretary, Mr Brian Doherty.  He also described the recent Joint 

DAERA/AFBI Board Meeting held on 8 June 2022 as very positive and 

reinforced the message of working in partnership.  The Board noted 

that he will also be meeting with the DAERA Permanent Secretary for 

a one to one meeting on Monday 4 July 2022. 

 

The Chair also referred to the NIAO Good Practice Guide on Board 

Effectiveness which was launched in June 2002 and it was noted that 

this had been circulated to Board Members. 

 

   

14. Any Other Business  

   

 There were no additional items of business.  

   

15. Review of Board Meeting Effectiveness  

   

 The Board was content the meeting had been effective.  
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16. Date of Next Meeting  

   

 The next AFBI Board Meeting will be held on Tuesday 6 September 

2022. 

 

 
 


