

	FIRCROFT COLLEGE OF ADULT EDUCATION


 Minutes of the Meeting of Operations Committee held on Wednesday 4 February 2026 at 5 pm
PRESENT: Geoff Layer (Chair), Chris Kenny, Katherine Clough, Kieran Armitage, Mel Lenehan and Steve Marchant
IN ATTENDANCE: Stephen Hayden (Director of Finance and Regulatory Compliance), Andy Gazey (Assistant Principal Business Support and Development), Julie Dowell (Director of HR), and Clerk
	REF
	
	ACTION

	1
	WELCOME AND OPENING REMARKS BY CHAIR

The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting. Brief introductions were made as this was the first meeting for Steve Marchant (Associate Governor – Operations Committee).
The Chair said that he had started a WhatsApp group for governors and if any governors who had not yet joined wanted to do so they should send him their mobile number.
The Principal reported that there had been a really good visit from the WMCA Mayor who was interested in students who described why the College and the residency experience was important. The Mayor was supportive and asked how the provision from the College could be increased. He was interested in undertaking another visit in the Summer.

The Chair estimated that this meeting’s time would be prioritised towards Management Accounts, Cash Balances and Use of Reserves, Planning Assumptions for Budget and Financial Plans, and Fircroft College Trust – Continuing Operations.

Governors were better information on reconciliation at this meeting.


	

	2
	DECLARATION OF INTERESTS

The Clerk said that the Chair, Chris Kenny and, the Principal were trustees of Fircroft College Trust and so their interests should be recorded for Item 9, Fircroft College Trust - Continuing Operations. Item 9 was for information at this meeting and it was not necessary to exclude them for this matter.

	

	3
	APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
There were no apologies for absence.

	

	4

	MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD ON 12 NOVEMBER 2025
AND ANY MATTERS ARISING

RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve the Minutes of the Meeting held on 12 November 2025 as a correct record.

There were no matters arising.


	

	5
	INVESTMENT UPDATE – QUARTER 4 2025

Stephen Hayden (SH) said that this was a new update on the College’s portfolio. The investment managers measured performance over the calendar year.

The capital growth and the investment income combined showed an increased return of 13%. The investment in Novo Nordisk, a pharmaceutical company, did not do well as prices had slumped by 75% and value had decreased. This cost the College about £20k. This had to be seen in the context of an increase of about £200k the previous year.
RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Investment Update – Quarter 4 2025.


	

	6
	MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTS

SH reported that the year had started of well and this was being maintained at a £73k surplus, sitting within the Outstanding financial health grade. Donations and bequests were higher than anticipated, there were unplanned maintenance issues e.g. with the boiler. Performance was within the operating budget. The balance sheet remained healthy with a large cash balance.
A governor asked about the variances between the budget and actuals to date e.g. on depreciation. SH explained that he would do a full reforecast that would tidy up some variances and depreciation would probably decrease.

SH explained that the big issue was the uncertainty over the Free Courses for Jobs funding from the WMCA. £200k income from this had been budgeted and discussions were ongoing with the WMCA. The Principal said that a meeting was scheduled for 24 February 2026. The Chair stated that the College would continue to emphasise the importance of the residential part of the provision. 

The Chair explained, for the benefit of the new Associate Governor, the context and the impact on the decision-making on pay. The Chair hoped that the residential funding would be resolved ahead of the next Governing Body meeting on the 18 March 2026. The Associate Governor posed the question of what could be done in the future in the face of this and other financial uncertainties.

Governors were mindful of the impact of a delay in the decision on pay would have on staff morale. Julie Dowell (JD) reported on the communications to staff. There had been discussion in teams and in the Employee Voice Team. Staff were keen to receive updates.
 A governor noted that of the £200k extra budgeted for residential funding SH was trying to accommodate £60k and so the shortfall would be about £140k. SH said that he was trying to deal with the issue and would need to remodel the budget.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Management Accounts.

	

	7
	CASH BALANCES AND USE OF RESERVES

SH said that his paper set out how and why the College held cash balances and how this linked to capital projects. At times this necessitated holding more cash than the College might otherwise. SH said that his report was just for information. He was not looking for a decision.
SH said that the College was very restricted by the rules on EBITDA. Investment income was independent of that.

SH reminded governors that the Strategic Futures Group had considered releasing cash into another body and this was potentially another way to move cash around. He briefly explained the implications of such action. Gift aid back to the College would be accounted for directly as income. Further, reclassification into the public sector resulted in treasury restrictions. It was acceptable for the College to undertake transactions which were business as usual, and unusual financial decisions could be classified as novel, contentious and/or repercussive transactions requiring prior approval from the DfE. The Charity Commission also had restrictions on how investments were dealt with. Cash was simpler to deal with although he had not yet fully formulated a strategy for this.
The Chair explained that if the College made a loss the DfE would place it in the Requires Improvement category which had consequences. The College placed budget surpluses in investments for a “rainy day”. The College wanted to spend this money for the benefit of students and to set up ways to diversify income. Strategic Futures may come back with a proposal and the way forward may depend on the risk appetite of governors. A governor considered that the College had high cash balances and some of these should be used to develop and grow other income streams.
A governor said that it would be useful to understand the risks and stress points. SH said that as a rule of thumb, to get a 100% score the College had to hold about £500k in cash, just for that purpose. The College also had other calls on the cash so the money in that form was genuinely needed. He said that he would say that about £1.2m needed to be held as cash and the College was only just getting to the tipping point.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the report on Cash Balances and Use of Reserves.


	

	8
	PLANNING ASSUMPTIONS FOR BUDGET AND FINANCIAL PLANS

SH said that he had adopted a similar approach to previous years by looking at the last year and any anticipated changes. However, the budget and financial plans would be heavily influenced by the decision on Free Courses for Jobs. This was a first cut. Pay costs could be revised. At present he did not have a solid view on condition funding. The assumptions used would result in a Good financial health rating.
A governor noted that there was a 1.1% minimum performance target. SH said that ideally, he would want some headroom and would put in some stretch tests.

A governor said that there was a high level of sensitivities such as Free Courses for Jobs, staff pay, Bank of England interest rates, and the Real Living Wage which tracked above inflation. SH said that the College did need to look at the Real Living Wage which was set at Consumer Prices Index+3%. The pay paper would look at this as it continued to squeeze grades.
Governors were content with the planning assumptions being made.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Planning Assumptions for Budget and Financial Plans.

	

	9
	FIRCROFT COLLEGE TRUST – CONTINUING OPERATIONS

Declarations already noted for Chair, Principal, and Chris Kenny.
SH reminded governors that during the clawback considerations Stone King, solicitors, had advised on potential liabilities for governors in certain circumstances. The College had then set up a company, Fircroft College of Adult Education and transferred assets and liabilities into that. If this company needed an income generation vehicle etc in the future this could be set up as fit for purpose. SH said the Trust was not serving a useful purpose for the company.

The Chair said that the future of the Trust was to determined by the Trustees of the Trust and was not a matter for the Operations Committee or the company’s Governing Body.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the report presented to it for information.

	

	10
	ECO CLASSROOM

Andy Gazey (AG) provided the background to this project for the benefit of the Associate Governor. He said that planning permission was required from Birmingham City Council (BCC) and Bournville Village Trust (landlord). BCC had given approval subject to conditions. Six conditions had been attached to the planning permission. Progress had been slow and BCC had requested more information in relation to 3 conditions. Consultants had been engaged to formulate a response to BCC at a modest additional cost. The Governing Body had given permission for the topsoil to be removed (Stage 1). After the conditions had been discharged it would be a simple build.

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


	

	11
	TERMLY REPORT ON SECURITY MATTERS

AG briefly summarised his report including that in Term 1 penetration testing had gone well and the College had installed network security enhancements.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Termly Report on Security Matters.


	

	12
	TERMLY UPDATE REGARDING COMPLIANCE WITH DATA PROTECTION LEGISLATION – CONFIDENTIAL ITEM
SH said that there had been no data breaches since the last report.

SH said that there had been a resource intensive subject access request from an employee.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Termly Update regarding Compliance with Data Protection Legislation.

	

	13
	DIGITAL STRATEGY

AG said that his report provided an update. There had been no significant breaches but the College continued to take a proactive approach.
A governor asked whether students were increasingly making applications online as this was part of the aim for the College. AG responded that online applications were still a barrier for some students.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Update on the Digital Strategy.


	

	14
	FIVE-YEAR STRATEGY FOR ESTATES AND GARDENS

AG provided a brief update.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Update on the Strategy for Estates and Gardens.


	

	15
	TERMLY REPORT ON ESTATES AND HEALTH AND SAFETY

AG said that notwithstanding the weather there was 80 kilos of produce from the gardens. The Plantry project was gaining traction with learners and visitors making £1.7k in 3 months against costs of £600. It used local ingredients and recycling.
AG reported that all the statutory testing was up to date.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Termly Report on Estates and Health and Safety.


	

	16
	EXTERNAL EVENTS OR ACTIVITIES POLICY
RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve the External Events or Activities Policy.


	

	17
	STAFFING RESTRUCTURE REPORT
Julie Dowell said that she was providing the governors with an update since the Assistant Principals were appointed. There had been a good blend of appointments at a lower level through internal progression and the recruitment of external talent.

RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Staffing Restructure Report.


	

	18
	INVESTORS IN PEOPLE/EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT DEVELOPMENT PLAN
JD said that she was happy with the progress being made. The HR Duo system was being implemented successfully.
RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Investors in People/Employee Engagement Development Plan.


	

	19
	STAFF FEEDBACK OVERVIEW
JD said that she had pulled together 6 pieces of intelligence covering the employee lifecycle. The Chair asked how staff were informed about what the surveys etc had shown. JD said that HR was very transparent about reporting back. The Clerk concurred that as an employee she considered that there were extensive consultation opportunities for staff and feedback and resultant actions were communicated well.

A governor asked about the feedback on pay with over 50% of staff being on the Real Living Wage. JD confirmed that these staff stayed at the College for longer. Others stayed at the College for reasons that were more than just the pay. JD said that the College tried to make all employees feel valued.
RESOLVED: Operations Committee note the Staff Feedback Overview.


	

	20
	ANY OTHER BUSINESS
The Clerk informed governors that this was likely to be the last meeting of the Chair as Chair of Operations Committee (he would remain a member of Operations Committee) with Katharine Clough likely to take over as Chair from 18 March 2026.

	

	21
	DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING
10 June 2026 5pm
(Deferred to this meeting:

· Medium-Term Financial Forecasts and Capital Programmes Within 3-5 Years

· HR Annual Report

· HR Policy – Absence Management

· Staff Pay and Remuneration)


	

	Confidential Session

	22
	CONFIDENTIAL MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD ON 12 NOVEMBER 2025
AND ANY MATTERS ARISING

RESOLVED: Operations Committee approve as a correct record the Confidential Minutes of the Meeting Held on 12 November 2025.

There were no matters arising.

	


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