
SCOTTISH FORESTRY
DRAFT MINUTES OF THE AUDIT & ASSURANCE COMMITTEE MEETING
24 March 2026 – Saughton House and Microsoft Teams 

  Present
	Members
	Phil Taylor (PT), Non-Executive & Chair 

	
	Eleanor Ryan (ER), Non-Executive 

	
	

	Attendees
	Paul Lowe (PL), Chief Executive

	
	Brendan Callaghan (BC), Interim CEO

	
	Gary Henderson (GH), Senior Finance Manager

	
	Louise Maclean (LM), Information Governance Manager

	
	Jonathan Taylor (JT),  Interim Director of Finance, Corporate Affairs and Communications

	
	Iain Burns, Senior Internal Audit Manager, Scottish Government

	
	Lauren Banks (LB), Internal Audit Manager, Scottish Government

	
	David James Raey, Senior Internal Audit Manager, Scottish Government

	
	Hannah McKellar (HM), Grant Thornton

	
	Angela Pieri (AP), Grant Thornton

	
	Órla O’Sullivan, Corporate Support Manager, Item 9 only

	
	

	Apologies
	Richard Morris (RMo), Non-Executive


		
Action Point Summary:

	Action Point Ref
	Description
	Status
	Completion / Target date
	Owner

	01/26
	Transformation and Corporate Services team to prepare a presentation for a deep dive session on the use and implications of adapting AI technology for SF.
	NEW
	12/26
	ZD

	02/26
	Circulate risk register to Committee.
	NEW
	05/26
	LM



1. Welcome, introductions, declarations of interest 

1.1 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting. 

1.2 No new declarations of interest were made. JT noted the change in his role to Interim Director of Finance, Corporate Affairs and Communications. 

2. Minutes, actions and matters arising

2.1 The minutes from the previous meeting were approved. 

2.2 All action points had been closed since the previous meeting. 

2.3 There were no matters arising.

3. Audit recommendations update

3.1 LM gave an overview of progress on actions since the previous meeting in December noting the following:

Internal audits
· Tree Health – 1 Medium action closed, no actions remaining
· Risk Management – 2 High actions closed, no actions remaining
· FGS 23/24 – 1 Medium, 1 High closed. 1 High action remaining
· FGS 24/25 – 4 Medium closed. No actions remaining
· NEW – Stakeholder Engagement – 1 High, 4 Medium actions 
· NEW – Programme and Project Management – 4 Medium, 4 High actions. 1 high action completed

External audit*
· Finance 23/24 – 1 Low, 1 Medium closed, no actions remaining
· Finance 24/25 – 5 low closed, 2 Medium closed, 2 High closed

3.2  ER noted that it was encouraging to see so much progress since the last meeting, and that it provided reassurance that new actions would be dealt with in a timely manner. 

3.3 PT noted that the new format for presenting the tracker was better and thanked LM for her work on it. The Committee note that updates and that these would be closed and removed from the tracker  Formal closure of external audit actions subject to external audit follow up in 2026.

4. Internal Audit Progress Report

4.1 DR introduced the paper. He noted that internal quality assurance had been completed and that the Scottish Government core plan had been approved. He noted that the team would share any insights with Scottish Forestry. He noted that the report contained some challenge points for the Committee to consider following recent reviews of Health and Safety and Physical Security, and a separate review of Artificial Intelligence (AI) Governance.

4.2 LB noted that there had been an exit meeting for the financial budgeting, monitoring and reporting audit and that a draft report was produced and would be presented at the next Audit and Assurance Committee meeting. A letter had been drafted for the equality, diversity and inclusion and mainstreaming advisory work and for the post planting inspections advisory work. The tree health follow up was scheduled for Q4. 

4.3 The project and programme management review whilst receiving an overall limited assurance rating had identified some areas of good practice around strategic alignment with the Corporate Plan; governance framework; roles and responsibilities and training and capability development. 

4.4 BC noted that the project and programme management audit provided meaningful lessons learned and actions,   noting that 1 high priority action had already been completed. Scottish Forestry had invested a lot into the project management office function and the best practice areas identified was confirmation of the progress made. 

4.5 ER reiterated that improvements had been made to the project management and had seen this through her involvement in the Improvement Board.  More widely she asked if there would be any implications on Scottish Forestry as a result of the Internal Audit Galileo system going out of support and noted that the Committee should consider the highlighted questions on health, safety and physical security and AI governance over the next year. 

4.6 IB confirmed that Scottish Forestry should not notice any effects of the Galileo system going out of support. He confirmed that it was an internal system and that the team would introduce practices to ensure that audits could continue to be tracked. 

4.7 BC informed the Committee that the Executive Board had recently all completed a one day National Examination Board in Occupational Safety and Health training session. Scottish Forestry has a memorandum of understanding in place for health and safety with Forestry and Land Scotland that includes auditing and reporting. It was suggested that health and safety could be a topic for a future audit. BC noted that health and safety is discussed quarterly at the Executive Board.

4.8 PL noted that in addition to the work that had been undertaken on health and safety, there had also been a lot of activity in relation to AI. Workshops had been held with staff across the agency to identify how Scottish Forestry could utilise AI and that a roadmap would be produced as a result. PL suggested that this could be an area for a future deep dive. He noted that he had asked the Transformation and Corporate Services team to consider the questions posed on AI within the report.

· Action Point: Transformation and Corporate Services team to prepare a presentation for a deep dive session on the use and implications of adapting AI technology for SF.

5. Draft Internal Audit Plan 2026–27

5.1 LB confirmed that both health and safety and cyber security were on the audit plan and that there would be an assurance audit on compliance of forestry regulatory functions in addition to a number of other advisory and assurance audits. 

6. External Audit Plan

6.1 AP introduced the audit plan and noted that this was Grant Thronton’s 4th year as external auditors for Scottish Forestry. She noted that there was no change to the impact and that the format of the audit would follow that of 2024/25. AP was confident that the timeline to meet Audit Scotland’s timescales would be met and that the report would be substantially complete before the August Committee meeting. 

6.2 HM noted that the materiality threshold were the same as previous years and that there had been no wider scope risks identified. 

6.3 There was some discussion around management override of controls. GH informed the Committee that appropriate safeguards and processes were in place. HM informed the Committee that detailed testing takes place and that the testing involved several stages. 

7. Risk Management update

7.1 JT informed the Committee that risk is frequently discussed at Executive Board meetings and is a standing item for all Audit and Assurance Committee meetings. He informed the Committee that the Executive Board had held standalone session to review and revise the risk register and Scottish Forestry’s risk appetite statement and that a further session would be held next week. 

7.2  JT noted that significant progress had been made. The reporting dashboard had evolved and the guidance on Saltire had been updated. It was agreed that risk training would be mandatory for all new staff. PT emphasised the need to focus on the management of identified risks rather than developing more and more elaborate ways of documenting and categorising risks.  Process must not trump outcomes.

7.3 ER noted the work that had been undertaken and requested that a copy of the risk register be included at every meeting. 

· Action point: LM to circulate the Strategic Risk Register to Committee members. 

7.4 PL noted that Scottish Forestry were on a maturation journey and that there had been significant improvements made and that staff are more confident at identifying risks. Further work was required on the processes around mitigations and the interdependencies of the risks.   


8. Quarterly Information Governance Report

8.1 LM introduced the report and updated the Committee on some developments since the paper pack was collated.  JT noted that Scottish Forestry staff are engaged with data protection and that learning was taken from breaches. 

8.2 PT asked if the number and nature of breaches was linked to more publication of information. BC informed the Committee that we had an updated privacy notice and a new redactions policy and that this work was undertaken to provide a clear direction and business rules to support more proactive publication.  

9. Strategic Risk Deep Dive: Information Requests

9.1 OOS delivered a presentation that covered the trends of numbers of information requests over the last 3 years and the details of current and planned developments, including the development of a SharePoint site and resources; a structured weekly team meeting; the information governance and records management project and agreement for 3 additional posts for the team. 

9.2 ER noted that the presentation was very interesting and that it was a significant achievement that in spite of the increase in the number of requests, the team were able to continue to deliver. She noted that it was encouraging that Scottish Forestry coordinates and shares with other agencies. 

9.3 JT noted that the publication scheme was due to be renewed but that more proactive publication doesn’t necessarily lead to a reduction in the number of requests for information received. 

9.4 BC noted that there is a lot of public interest in forestry and that Scottish Forestry were focussing on improving our public registers and case management system. 

9.5 PL noted that there had been success and progress to date, especially around the publishing of Environmental Impact Assessments from 2019 to date and that a significant effort had been required to achieve this and thanked colleagues for their hard work. 

10. AOB

10.1 JT informed the Committee that the Woodland Carbon Code became the first government‑run carbon standard in the world to voluntarily enter full assessment by the Integrity Council for the Voluntary Carbon Market. The Integrity Council is an independent, non-profit, governance body that sets and maintains the Core Carbon Principles that act as a global threshold for high integrity, transparent and impactful carbon standards, providing confidence for buyers, investors and landowners. The Woodland Carbon Code completed the first step of the Integrity Council’s process.

10.2 ER congratulated the team on the achievement, and this was seconded by others. 

10.3 JT informed the Committee that as part of the statutory requirement to produce a Gaelic Plan, Scottish Forestry is invited to submit a progress report to Bòrd na Gàidhlig. JT noted that the most recent feedback receievd was posisitve and he noted that work is ongoing to establish some Gaelic lanaguage learning tatser sessions for staff. 

10.4 There was no further AOB, and the meeting closed.
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