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

Board Meeting held in AFBI Stormont (VSD) and via WebEx 

on Tuesday 6 September 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 

 

AFBI Boardroom Apprentice 

Mr Jonathan Craig 

 

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 

Mrs Josephine Kelly, Director of Finance & Corporate Affairs Division 

Mr Ivor Johnston, Interim Director of Finance & Corporate Affairs Division 

Dr Alastair Douglas, Director of Veterinary Sciences Division 

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

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

 

In Attendance  

Mr Glenn Montgomery, Head of Governance and Performance 

Mr John Ward, Head of IT Infrastructure, Information Services Branch (Item 6.1.3) 

Mr Conor O’Neill, Head of Finance (Item 8) 

Mrs Fiona Campbell, Head of HR (Item 9) 

Mr James Adams, AFBI Secretariat 

 

 

1. Welcome and Introduction ACTION 

   

 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting especially Mr Jonathan 

Craig as the new AFBI Board Apprentice for the 2022-23 academic 
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year and Mr Ivor Johnston as the Interim Head of Finance & Corporate 

Affairs. 

 

Mr Johnston provided the Board with a synopsis of his experience and 

background and noted that he was looking forward to working for 

AFBI. 

   

2. Apologies  

   

 There were no apologies to record.  

   

3. Conflict of Interests Declaration  

   

 There were no new potential Conflicts of Interest declared.  Mr Moore 

took the opportunity to inform new attendees of his position on the 

Council on the Ulster University. 

 

   

4. Draft Minutes of Board Meeting held on 01 July 2022  

   

 The draft minutes of the Board Meeting held on 01 July 2022 were 

accepted as an accurate and fair representation of the meeting. 

 

It was noted that the draft minutes of the extraordinary Board 

meeting held on 27 June 2022 were not included in today’s business 

papers but will be presented at the next Board meeting for formal 

approval. 

 

 

 

 

 

Sec 

   

4.1 Action Sheet from Board Meeting held on  

01 July 2022 

 

   

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

completed subject to the following: 

 

A date would be confirmed for the Head of the Research Support 

Office to present to the AFBI Board.  It was also noted that a meeting 

on Health and Safety will be arranged with the Chair of the Audit & 

Risk Assurance Committee once the new Head of Branch is in post. 

 

 

 

Exec 

   
  



Final 

3 

5. Board Sub-Committees  

   

5.1 Reports from Board Sub Committees  

   

5.1.1 Report of the Oversight & Governance Committee Meeting held on 29 June 

2022 

 

   

 Mr Moore reported that the Oversight & Governance Committee 

meeting had discussed the progress and risks in relation to a range 

of corporate projects as well as a presentation around Intellectual 

Property.  Many of the matters are to be further discussed at today’s 

Board meeting and it was noted that the Committee will meet again 

on 14 September 2022. 

 

   

5.1.2 Report of the Finance & Business Strategy Committee Meeting held on 25 

August 2022 

 

   

 Mr Tynan updated the Board on the Finance & Business Strategy 

Committee meeting held on 25 August 2022. 

 

He summarised key funding opportunities and associated AFBI bids 

as well as the excellent presentation which the Committee received 

on the Soil Nutrient Health Scheme.  Following a discussion around 

the scheme, it was agreed that the staff involved would be invited to 

present to a future Board meeting. 

 

He also advised that the Committee was updated on the finance 

systems issues which would be discussed later on the agenda.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exec 

   

5.1.3 Report on the Audit & Risk Assurance Committee Meeting held on 2 

September 2022 

 

   

 Mr Wright reported on matters discussed at the Audit & Risk 

Assurance Committee meeting and that a number of these including 

the systems issues will be considered as part of today’s agenda. 

 

In respect of Internal Audit fieldwork, the Committee was pleased to 

note that the Internal Auditors follow-up review on previously agreed 

recommendations highlighted that the vast majority had been fully 

implemented which reflected the hard work of AFBI staff to move the 

recommendations forward. 
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AFBI Sponsor Branch (ASB) had also informed the Committee that 

preliminary work on a Quinquennial Review is due to commence 

shortly with the review scheduled to take place in September 2023. 

   

6. Governance Issues  

   

6.1 Risk Management  

   

6.1.1 Reports of New or Emerging Risks  

   

 As detailed in the Quarterly Risk Update under Agenda Item 6.1.2, Mr 

Montgomery highlighted that two additional risks had been added to 

AFBI’s Corporate Risk Register (CRR). 

 

Given the current in-year 2022-23 financial position a corporate risk 

entitled ‘Failure to deliver budget outturn within agreed budget tolerance’ 

is included. 

 

A risk entitled ‘Failure to mitigate the threat of and effectively respond to 

a Cyber security attack or other interruption to business continuity, 

negatively impacts AFBIs operations and reputation’ has also been 

included to reflect the level of threat and Departmental assurance 

requirements. 

 

   

6.1.2 Quarterly Risk Management Update  

   

 Mr Montgomery presented the ‘Quarterly Risk Management Update’, 

which provides the Board with a summary of the key changes to the 

CRR following review by the Risk Review Group (RRG) on 16 August 

2022.  

 

Mr Montgomery summarised the changes in risk scores.  Risk scoring 

had been reduced in respect of one risk which is nearing a conclusion 

but he emphasised that scoring had increased in four areas.  The RRG 

considered that the overall risk profile accurately reflects the ongoing 

issues and level of change across AFBI at this present time. 

 

It was noted that external engagement with stakeholders in regard to 

the risk around ‘Failure to proactively identify and respond to the 

increasing pace of scientific development, industry need and 

technological change’ will be considered by the Executive in 

conjunction with the Science Strategy Committee. 
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In response to a query around the risk on ‘Failure to have a fit for 

purpose AFBI Estate’, Mrs Kelly advised that this is a medium / long-

term plan which includes a number of key projects. There is an 

approved strategy is in place and agreement between AFBI and 

DAERA to provide dedicated resource to commence the action plan 

in the Estate Strategy which was approved by the AFBI Board in March 

2022. 

 

The Board was content with the Risk Management Update. 

   

6.1.3 Cyber Security Update  

   

 Mr Montgomery gave a presentation on Cyber Security including a 

look at the wider environment and AFBI’s arrangements and multi-

layered controls in place to combat cyber threats. 

 

He also highlighted People, Process and Technology as the 3 key 

elements to Information Security and it was important to note that 

this is not an IT only issue.  In relation to staff training, Mr Ward 

advised that follow-up training is undertaken as necessary following 

any internal exercises. 

 

The Board discussed the ongoing initiatives within AFBI including the 

accreditation project, alignment with ISO27001 and migration of 

Internal IT Systems.  It was noted that AFBI has submitted a bid to 

DAERA for additional resource to assist with the alignment of 

ISO27001. 

 

   

6.2 Fraud and Whistleblowing / Raising Concerns  

   

6.2.1 Reports of new or Ongoing Cases  

   

 Mr Montgomery reported that there were no new Whistleblowing 

cases to report but that one potential case of fraud has been raised 

and was under investigation.  This case has been reported through 

the normal protocols and, whilst low in value, a PSNI incident number 

has been obtained and a review of controls is to be undertaken. 

 

A previously reported case of potential fraud remains ongoing with a 

preliminary data analysis exercise / investigation being progressed.  A 

long-standing case, linked to a closed Whistleblowing case, has 
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concluded that there is no evidence to support fraud and the case 

would be closed.  Work continues on the recommendations from this 

case as well as the points raised from an internal audit report that 

was commissioned in response to the issues raised.  

   

6.3 Draft AFBI Business Plan 2022-23  

   

 Mr Montgomery presented the draft AFBI Business Plan 2022-23 

which had been updated to reflect comments and suggestions from 

a number of Executive and Board level sessions in conjunction with 

the development of AFBI’s Corporate Plan 2022-2026. 

 

During the discussions the CEO advised that the AFBI Vision will be 

reviewed to ensure it is concise and resonates with staff.  The Chair 

also asked that the wording of the Staff Engagement Key 

Performance Indicator be related to the outworkings from the recent 

Staff Survey. 

 

The Board was asked to provide any further comments to Mr 

Montgomery by Friday 16 September 2022.  The CEO also outlined 

the approval process within DAERA following Board signoff. 

 

 

 

 

 

CEO  

 

Head of 

HR  

 

 

 

Board 

   

 The Chair need to leave the meeting for a brief period.  Mrs Brownlee 

chaired the meeting in his absence. 

 

   

6.4 AFBI Business Plan 2022-23 – Corporate KPI Outturns as at 30 June 

2022 

 

   

 Mr Montgomery presented the paper on the provisional outturn of 

the 17 Corporate KPIs 2022-23 as at the end of Quarter 1, 30 June 

2022.  Management returns have indicated that 13 KPIs are on target 

to be achieved (Green) and the progress rate of 4 KPIs is less than 

planned (Amber). 

 

During discussions on those KPIs with a current ‘Amber’ status, the 

Executive outlined a number of efforts being undertaken to try and 

achieve them by year-end. 

 

As an aside, Mrs Kelly suggested that the Board be given a 

presentation on the Project Portfolio Management (PPM) system at a 

future meeting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exec 
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6.5 CEO Assurance Statement 2022-23 – Quarter 1  

   

 The Board noted the CEO Assurance Statement 2022-23 – Quarter 1 

and that it aligned with their understanding of the key issues within 

AFBI.  The CEO outlined that that his assurance statements form the 

basis of the agenda of his quarterly accountability meetings with 

DAERA’s ASB. 

 

   

 The Chair returned to the meeting  

   

7. Health & Safety  

   

7.1 Health & Safety Update  

   

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

September 2022. 

 

Mrs Kelly advised the new Head of Health & Safety and Compliance 

Branch is due to commence in October 2022 with other recruitment 

competitions within that Branch expected to be advertised shortly. 

 

   

8. Finance & Business  

   

8.1 Finance Update Report  

   

 Mrs Kelly presented the Finance Update paper It was noted that AFBI 

had provided DAERA with the latest financial bids through the second 

internal DAERA monitoring round in August and that it was likely that 

AFBI would be informed of the outcome of this process later in 

September.  

 

It was highlighted that bids for ‘Cost of Living’ pressures that had been 

provided to DAERA. DAERA had confirmed that the Cost of Living 

pressures have been flagged up to the Department of Finance in 

separate exercises in recent months along with DAERA’s other Cost 

of Living pressures.  These costs would be considered along with the 

Cost of Living pressures from all Departments.  However, there is no 

timeline on when an outcome might be confirmed on this. Mrs Kelly 

advised that she would write to DAERA seeking an update.  The Board 

welcomed this and the Chairman asked to be kept informed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JK 
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The CEO highlighted the dependency on receipt of additional in-year 

funding in respect of the Cost of Living pressures for AFBI to achieve 

a balanced budget outcome for 2022/23 and sought approval from 

the Board for continued spend.  After discussion of alternatives which 

would require cessation of major elements of the Assigned Work 

Programme and having been assured that all efficiency savings are 

being sought, the Board approved that necessary spend should 

continue. 

 

The Board also expressed deep concern about the current situation 

and noted that senior AFBI and DAERA staff are to meet in early 

October to discuss the in-year financial position. The Chair advised 

that he will be seeking formal assurances from DAERA at this meeting 

given uncertainty of the current funding.   

    

The CEO also informed the Board that discussions remain ongoing 

with ASB in relation to the affordability and delivery of the Assigned 

Work Programme (AWP) in the current funding environment. 

 

In terms of the other items in the Finance Update report, Mrs Kelly 

highlighted the financial projections and budget for the Soil Nutrient 

Health Scheme (SNHS). These amounts were not included within 

funding for the Assigned Work Programme as it was covered by a 

separate DAERA Service Level Agreement.   

 

Mrs Kelly also touched on the ongoing work in relation to the Strategic 

Cost Model (SCM) Development Project.  Draft papers have been 

issued to DAERA outlining AFBI’s assessment of compliance of the 

new model with Managing Public Money NI.  Mrs Kelly highlighted the 

importance of this project for future financial years and advised that 

Mr Johnston had been briefed on the matter. 

   

8.2 Finance Systems Update  

   

 Mrs Kelly presented a paper outlining the plan being implemented to 

ensure a return to business- as-usual for all financial operations given 

systems issues following an upgrade. 

 

She advised that AFBI had needed to upgrade its current finance 

systems, and a ‘do nothing’ option was not feasible and as that would 

have left AFBI with unsupported and vulnerable system which would 

not allow linking with other key systems. However, the planned 

 



Final 

9 

system upgraded to a supported version of the current software had 

given rise to significant software and performance issues.      

 

AFBI Finance and IT staff are in regular and on-going consultation with 

software suppliers to resolve the technical issues.  In addition, the 

CEO is chairing meetings of the Executive Team on a weekly to 

monitor progress. A project manager had been put in place to 

coordinate the meetings with the suppliers, monitor progress, 

prepare reports and updates. While progress has been made on the 

Accounts Payable and Accounts Receivable sections there is still a 

significant number of issues to resolve. Mrs Kelly advised that the 

next key step will be the closure of the latest accounting period and 

provision of robust in-year financial information. 

 

The Board was also informed that the Executive will be meeting 

shortly with AFBI Internal Audit to discuss the Terms of Reference of 

a review to ascertain what lessons can be learned from the upgrade 

issues.  It is also intended to discuss with Internal Audit if there was 

other audit work might be carried out to provide an assurance on the 

data from the finance system prior to the commencement of the 

external audit by the Northern Ireland Audit Office of the 2021-22 

Annual Report and Accounts. 

 

The Board emphasised the critical importance of ensuring that this 

was resolved as a top priority.  The Chair was pleased to note the 

proposed timelines within the report and requested that the Board 

be kept informed if there was any change to any of the target dates 

as a matter of urgency. 

 

In concluding the discussions, the Board placed on record its thanks 

and recognition of the efforts and dedication of staff across AFBI in 

addressing this matter. 

   

8.3 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 high priority 

recommendations. 

 

The Board sought assurance that processes were robust in terms of 

the management of contracts.  In response the Executive advised of 

a number of ongoing measures that have been undertaken including 
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reviewing the costs and cost recovery on projects, with multi-year 

contract reviews being undertaken and an analysis of unit costing.  

The Board noted the ongoing work and emphasised the need to 

ensure that such activities are adopted as normal practice.  Mrs Kelly 

advised that documentation on the areas identified by the auditors 

within the audit reports for 2020-21 are being prepared for the audit 

file for the 2021-22 AFBI Accounts. 

 

It was noted that significant work had been carried out on the fixed 

asset audit recommendations and that audit papers would be 

available for NIAO for their audit.  

 

In relation to systems and staffing it was noted that the Executive had 

engaged the Strategic Investment Board to assist in the mapping out 

system requirements as well as seeking project resources to build the 

capacity within the AFBI.  

   

9. Human Resources Update  

   

 Mrs Campbell provided the Board with a presentation on the 2021 

AFBI Staff Engagement Survey outcomes. She set out the 

organisational and external environment context and outlined the 

work undertaken following AFBI’s receipt of the findings of the survey 

in April 2022.  This has included a meeting with the Trade Union, 

publication of the results to all staff, 15 staff focus groups, two HR 

Roadshows and the development of a corporate action plan to 

address the key issues identified through the survey. 

 

Members of the Executive Management Team will be assigned as a 

champion for each workstream identified in the plan with the CEO as 

the overall Senior Reporting Officer (SRO).  HR are also working with 

Heads of Branch to develop bespoke Branch plans. 

 

A discussion ensued around the short and medium term 

implementation of improvement actions and Board members 

offered a number of suggestions and ideas on how initiatives may be 

taken forward prior to the next survey scheduled for Autumn 2023. 

 

The Chair encouraged the Executive to avail of Board members 

experience going forward.  In terms of the corporate action plan, the 

Chair asked that firm timelines be included and that an update be 

provided at the December 2022 Board meeting. 
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10. Executive Report  

   

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

of points including the following: - 

 

• Arising from the EU Exit, AFBI is now required to obtain ISO 17025 

accreditation from the Irish National Accreditation Board (INAB) 

in addition to its existing accreditation from UK Accreditation 

Service (UKAS).  Dedicated resources are being put in place to 

take this forward. 

• Farmer registration for the Soil Nutrient Health Scheme has been 

very high which is extremely positive and reflects the hard work 

and effort of the team involved. 

• The DAERA Permanent Secretary has recently visited all three of 

the major AFBI sites.  The CEO commented on the excellent 

presentations given by AFBI staff at the three sites. 

• The CEO recently attended the close out event for two major AFBI 

led EU Projects the Collaborative Oceanography and Monitoring 

for Protected Areas and Species (COMPASS) and Marine 

Protected Area Management and Monitoring (MarPAMM). 

 

   

 Mrs Brownlee left the meeting  

   

11. Update on AFBI Food Research Branch  

   

 Dr Magowan updated the Board on ongoing communications 

between AFBI and DAERA’s College of Agriculture, Food and Rural 

Enterprise (CAFRE) relating to the work of AFBI’s Food Research 

Branch (FRB) and the proposed future colocation within a new build 

at the CAFRE Loughry site. 

 

   

12. Chair’s Remarks  

   

 The Chair commented on his meeting DAERA’s Permanent Secretary 

and that a further meeting is expected to be scheduled next month.  

He also touched on a number of engagements with the DAERA 

including the Deputy Secretary, Mr Brian Doherty. 
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The UK Covid-19 Public Enquiry has commenced and the Chair stated 

that AFBI must respond rapidly to any queries and requests for 

information. 

 

The Chair noted that this was the last Board meeting for Mrs 

Josephine Kelly whom he thanked for her professionalism and 

dedication to AFBI over the last 5 years and wished her every success 

in her new role.  The CEO also thanked Mrs Kelly for her valuable 

contributions to AFBI and wished here every success for the future. 

   

13. Any Other Business  

   

 The Board commented on the timeliness of Board papers and asked 

the Executive to be mindful of this going forward. 

 

   

14. Review of Board Meeting Effectiveness  

   

 The Board was content the meeting had been effective.  

   

15. Date of Next Meeting  

   

 The next AFBI Board Workshop will be held on Thursday 6 October 

2022. 

 

 
 

 


