

	FIRCROFT COLLEGE OF ADULT EDUCATION


Minutes of the Meeting of Operations Committee held on Wednesday 12 November 2025 at 5 pm
PRESENT: Geoff Layer (Chair), Chris Kenny, Katherine Clough, Kieran Armitage and Mel Lenehan
IN ATTENDANCE: Stephen Hayden (Director of Finance and Regulatory Compliance), Andy Gazey (Assistant Principal Business Support and Development), Julie Dowell (Director of HR), Luke Hunter (Evelyn Partners) (part), and Clerk
	REF
	
	ACTION

	1
	WELCOME AND OPENING REMARKS BY CHAIR

The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting.
	

	2
	DECLARATION OF INTERESTS

There were no declarations of interest.


	

	3
	APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
There were no apologies for absence.

	

	4
4a
	MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD ON 11 JUNE 2025
AND ANY MATTERS ARISING

RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve the Minutes of the Meeting held on 11 June 2025 as a correct record.

There were no matters arising.

MINUTES OF THE SPECIAL MEETING HELD ON 2 JULY 2025

AND ANY MATTERS ARISING

RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve the Minutes of the Special Meeting held on 2 July 2025 as a correct record.

There were no matters arising.


	

	5
	ANNUAL REPORT – INVESTMENT PORTFOLIO AND REVIEW OF INVESTMENT POLICY/STRATEGY

Luke Hunter (LH) (Evelyn Partners) said that he was the portfolio manager and responsible for service and performance. The College had two portfolios which were managed on a discretionary basis which meant that Evelyn Partners could make changes to the investments held.
LH reported that no regulatory actions were needed in relation to the portfolios.

LH said that it was important to look at risk. The Asset Risk Consultants (ARC) provided figures/benchmarks of what the College could make on average with other providers.
The lower risk portfolio had performed better, gaining 14.4% to the end of October 2025. LH said that he was broadly happy with performance. The AI industry had performed really well.

LH considered that the current performance was due to genuine profit growth. He said that risks remained e.g. conflict, wars, President Trump. In addition, by taking an ethical approach certain opportunities were missed.
A governor acknowledged that investments in the AI industry may just be a bubble and also that there were other constraints such as the risks in the energy sector. He asked how these could be mitigated. LH said that demand for AI was higher than the physical infrastructure could deliver. LH was concerned that if large companies such as Meta etc did not have the capacity to build the infrastructure themselves then investments would be in companies that enabled AI rather than in the AI companies themselves. The governor asked if there were ethical constraints in relation to AI. LH said that the College had not put any constraints on investments in AI. However, there were investment risks.
Stephen Hayden (SH) said that the College had benefitted beyond expectations on the income side (more than £10k-£20k than originally thought). LH said that in September and October 2025 income had fallen and was stable rather than steady or growing. He said that the companies the College held investments in did not pay high dividends/income. Companies were buying back their own shares or investing in technology etc rather than paying high dividends. LH agreed that overall the figures were ahead of budget/predictions.
The Chair thanked LH and LH left the meeting at this point.

SH commented that there had been a £200k gain in the valuation of the investments and the income was £50k which was ahead of budget. It had been a good year for performance of the investment portfolios.

A governor asked how long the investment managers had been in place. SH replied that they had been engaged with the College since before he had joined the College, so more than 8 years.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Annual Report – Investment Portfolio and Review of Investment Policy/Strategy.

	

	6
	 MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTS

SH said that the accounts related to a period early in the year. The Access courses had not started. The financial position was ahead of budget. Pay costs were lower. The College carried vacancies. A caretaking role had been covered via an agency. There had been significant donations. The accounts showed the cashflow position and capital expenditure. The Chair noted that in the first two months of the year there was not much income.

The Principal (ML) said that she wanted to inform the Operations Committee that the WMCA and the College had different understanding of how residential costs should be funded. The College had moved to claim residential costs via the Free Courses for Jobs funding. There was no bespoke funding stream just for residential costs.  ML met with representatives of WMCA who maintained that there was no funding for residential costs. The residential costs amounted to about 10% of the funding the College received from the WMCA.
ML requested two things from the WMCA:

1. That the residential costs for 2024-2025 be considered through the reconciliation process

2. That the residential costs for 2025-2026 be considered through the future funding residential methodology.
ML had explained to the WMCA the impact to financial health if the claimed residential costs were not met.

The Chair asked ML to explain for the benefit of the governors how the reconciliation process worked. ML said that the College reported to the WMCA on a monthly basis and in mid-October the final funding return was submitted. ML said that the outcome of reconciliation depended upon the percentage of the contract that was met. If at least 97% of the contract was met the funding was paid in full. If performance was under 97% some funding was retained/had to be paid back. Performance to 103% was automatically paid. Anything above 103% involved a process that looked at affordability within the Adult Skills Budget. The College was claiming about 109%. The WMCA would be making relevant decisions on the 19th/20th December 2025. In the previous year the WMCA had paid the full amount.
In response to a governor’s question ML confirmed the 109% being claimed included the residential costs. She said that the College assumed that the 103% would be automatically paid and so about 6% (£135k) was at risk. ML explained that this would remove the surplus and lead to a deficit of £60k, this would negatively impact the  financial health grade.
In response to a query on future funding by the Clerk, ML said that WMCA had said that decisions would be taken by February 2026. Discussions on the future funding methodology had been ongoing for about 7 years.

ML said that for the 2024-2025 the Governing Body was scheduled to sign off on the accounts on 10 December 2025. Dependant on the decision of the WMCA there may need to be a Special Meeting of the Governing Body before accounts could be submitted and published.

If the decision was not positive for 2025-2026 then there would be implications for the budget set. SH said that by February 2026 the College would be in the budget round for the following year. It was challenging as the College did not have all the necessary information from the WMCA.
The Chair informed governors that the Mayor of WMCA would be coming on a visit to the College early in 2026.
RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Management Accounts.
 
	

	7
	REVIEW OF USE OF RESERVES 2024-2025
SH said that the policy followed best practice advocated by the Charity Commission. There had been higher capital grants impacting the use of reserves. SH needed to include reference to the policy in the Financial Statements. The policy could be changed in year if necessary.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve the changes to the Use of Reserves Policy.


	

	8
	ANNUAL REPORT OF YEAR END OUTCOMES AND FINANCIAL STATEMENTS
SH said that the outcomes were set out in the document and included the Free Courses for Jobs funding. The paper was drafted in September 2025 and did not include all the risks. Uncertainty remained in relation to residential funding. The current draft of the document would be presented to Audit Committee.

SH outlined some headline figures e.g. operational profit, EBITDA etc. He said that the Income and Expenditure, and balance sheet were strong.
SH said that there had been a few changes in the Regularity document.

A governor asked what the auditors had asked the College to do given the timing of the reconciliation. SH said that the Financial Statements had to be filed by the 31 December 2025. In response to a query by the Clerk, SH said that he had twice mentioned the residential costs issue to the auditors and would provide them with details at the audit close meeting the following day.
The Chair asked if there were any issues regarding the judgement to be made on going concern. ML said that there could potentially be issues with the 2025-2026 accounts. SH said that the cash flow was shown in the accounts based on current information.

A governor considered that, in the unlikely worst-case scenario, given the substantial reserves there would be an orderly closure if necessary. This was something that governors may need to revisit.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the draft Report and Financial Statements – Year Ended 31 July 2025 and submit them to the Governing Body for consideration.


	

	9
	AMENDMENTS TO DELEGATIONS OF AUTHORITY
(FINANCIAL REGULATIONS)

In response to the Chair, SH confirmed that the changes were a tidying up exercise. He added that the changes also made the College’s position watertight against the relevant FEC’s recommendations to Weston College.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Amendments to Delegations of Authority (Financial Regulations).


	

	10
	ANNUAL STUDENT UNION ACCOUNTS
SH said that some of the funds were spent on enrichment activities.

A governor asked that given the small amounts of funding whether the accounts had to come to governors. ML said that due to regulatory and constitutional reasons governors had to approve the accounts.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve the Annual Students’ Union Accounts.

	

	11
	ECO CLASSROOM
Andy Gazey (AG) outlined his update report and said that BCC should respond to the pre-commencement conditions by 28th November 2025. He said that construction may now have to commence in 2026. AG told governors that £67k was at risk i.e. to be funded by the College.
A governor said that governors could make representations to BCC if necessary. Another governor said that the WMCA Mayor’s visit also provided an opportunity.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the update on the Eco Classroom.


	

	12
	TERMLY REPORT REGARDING COMPLIANCE WITH DATA PROTECTION LEGISLATION
SH reported that there was some new legislation that reduced the processes that organisations had to follow on certain aspects.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Termly Report Regarding Compliance with Data Protection Legislation.

	

	13
	ANNUAL REPORT – NETWORK AND CYBER SECURITY
AG outlined his report. He said that the cost of penetration testing was high and this would be done on a three-year cycle.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Annual Report – Network and Cyber Security.


	

	14
	TERMLY REPORT - NETWORK SECURITY AND IT
AG outlined his report.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Termly Report on Network Security and IT.


	

	15
	INCIDENT MANAGEMENT PLAN
AG outlined his report.

A governor said that it was good to see that real-life testing was planned.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the report on the Incident Management Plan.


	

	16
	ANNUAL REPORT – HEALTH AND SAFETY AND ESTATES
AG outlined his report.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Annual Report – Health and Safety and Estates.


	

	17
	TERMLY REPORT ON HEALTH AND SAFETY
AG outlined his report.

Operations Committee note the Termly Report on Health and Safety.


	

	18
	HEALTH AND SAFETY POLICY
AG reported that there weren’t any substantial changes to the policy. The policy had been sharpened and now reflected the change in roles of key personnel.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve the Health and Safety Policy.


	

	19
	HR STRATEGIC PLAN 2025-2026
Julie Dowell (JD) said that the plan included key strategic areas for improvement. A governor asked if HR needed more resources. JD considered that additional resources were not required.

JD reported that a new HR system was being launched. Managers had been trained and staff would be trained next.

Operations Committee note the HR Strategic Plan 2025-2026.


	

	20
	LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT UPDATE AND PLAN 2025-2026
JD outlined her report. She said that looking forward the new structure would be embedded.
The Chair asked about Learning Week and if there were sections of staff that did not attend. JD said that the mandatory sessions had been well attended. Some staff welcomed receiving certificates for attendance. Feedback was taken in session.

The Principal said that two residential staff socials had been held. These were good for team building and positive feedback had been received.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Learning and Development Update and Plan 2025-2026.


	

	21
	HR POLICY – SUCCESSION PLANNING
JD said that this was a new policy and followed feedback from Investors in People in recent years and also from HR audit.

JD said that she was presenting an overarching policy and framework. This catered for flexibility in roles, competencies etc.

The Chair observed that individuals were not guaranteed roles but people were developed to potentially fill the roles, enabling growing the College’s own talent. He asked whether there was contradiction in this.

JD said that the ethos was to grow the College’s own talent but recognised that there may need to be a competitive process. The policy sought to mitigate the risk of gaps in the workforce.

The Chair said that the policy would enable the College to grow talent, develop and value staff.
A governor asked who would assess staff objectively and whether this would be the executive? JD considered that there would be objectivity, senior managers knew the roles and would discuss issues with her. JD said that the policy would be reviewed in 12 months’ time.

A governor asked whether there would be transparency in the process and individuals would know where they were on the matrix. The governor understood flight risk and succession planning and said that the policy included an annual process and provided a good process as long as safeguards and objectivity were included.

The Clerk asked whether individuals could self-refer into the process. ML said that the policy applied to the Leadership Team as that was where the substantive risk existed. She added that development and potential progression happened naturally within the College.

The Chair asked for the policy to be referred to the Governing Body.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee recommend the Succession Planning Policy to the Governing Body for approval.


	

	22
	CYCLE OF BUSINESS
RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve its Cycle of Business.
	

	23
	ANY OTHER BUSINESS
Governors congratulated staff for their success in the Green Gown Awards.

	

	24
	DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING
4 February 2026 5pm

	

	Confidential Session

	25
	STAFF PAY AND REMUNERATION

The Chair said that the College was facing many challenges. The Real Living Wage was causing further compression on pay grades and spines. The College had budgeted for a pay rise of 2.5%.
The Chair commented that the governors wanted to value and look after staff. However, governors needed to consider affordability and whether Operations Committee should make a recommendation of a pay increase. He said that more information would be available in January/February 2026.

JD added that the government’s budget may also have implications for the College.

ML commented that it was difficult and challenging to have to decide knowing that the College could be in significant deficit in 2025-2026. WMCA was negotiating with the College and the College could make a pay award retrospectively so she would prefer delaying the decision.

The Clerk said that the increase in the Real Living wage was applicable from May 2026 although the College usually increased to this level in January.

Governors agreed that the decision on the pay increase should be delayed to the second term and that if necessary a Special Meeting of the Operations Committee/Governing Body could be called. ML added that the Operations Committee made recommendations to the Governing Body which might take a different view. JD commented that in the circumstances a cautious approach seemed sensible.
RESOLVED: Operations Committee recommend to Governing Body delaying the decision on staff pay and remuneration.


	


	Signed..............................................................................       Date.....................................
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