	[image: SF_col_landscape_logo]
	Audit & Assurance Committee



SCOTTISH FORESTRY
DRAFT MINUTES OF THE AUDIT & ASSURANCE COMMITTEE MEETING
02 December 2025 – Saughton House and Microsoft Teams 

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

	
	Eleanor Ryan (ER), Non-Executive 

	
	Richard Morris (RMo), Non-Executive

	
	

	Attendees
	Gary Henderson (GH), Senior Finance Manager

	
	Louise Maclean (LM), Information Governance Manager

	
	Brendan Callaghan (BC), Interim CEO

	
	Jonathan Taylor (JT),  Head of Corporate Affairs and Communications

	
	David Harper (DH), Finance Business Partner, Scottish Forestry

	
	Kate Moffat (KM), Internal Audit, Scottish Government

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

	
	Hannah McKellar (HM), Grant Thornton

	
	Lindsay Bisset (LBi), Grant Schemes Manager, Scottish Forestry (item 3)

	
	Lynne Wilson, Digital Business Partner (item 7)

	
	Kevin MacMillan, Head of Programme Management Office, Scottish Forestry (item 9)

	
	

	Apologies
	Paul Lowe (PL), Chief Executive

	
	Angela Pieri (AP), Grant Thornton


		
Action Point Summary:

	Action Point Ref
	Description
	Status
	Completion / Target date
	Owner

	01/25
	PL to consider ER’s comments on the scoring of actions raised by internal audit and respond. (FGS 2023/24, Reference numbers 2 and 5).

	Closed
	08/25
	BC

	13/25
	LM to contact Head of Policy and Practice to request an update on the cross border Memorandum of Understanding.  
	Closed
	01/26
	LM

	14/25
	JT agreed that he would work with LBi to prepare an action plan with timescales to address outstanding actions.
	Closed
	03/26
	JT / LBi

	15/25
	LM to add deep dive on FGS risks to March 2026 AAC agenda.  
	Closed
	03/26
	LM

	16/25
	LM to circulate seminar slides.
	Closed
	12/25
	LM



1. Welcome, introductions, declarations of interest 

1.1 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting, including DH and LB who were attending for the first time. 

1.2 No new declarations of interest were made.

2. Minutes, actions and matters arising

2.1 The minutes from the previous meeting were approved. 

2.2 Action points discussed:

· 01/25 – LBi joined the meeting to discuss Forestry Grant Scheme actions. Agreed to change action owner to BC, and to close the action as this would be covered by the agreed work on FGS actions at agenda item 3
· 05/25 – JT now named as a second point of contact for whistleblowing. BC noted that Environmental Standards Scotland could also be contacted by a Scottish Forestry member of staff should they wish to raise a whistleblowing complaint. Agreed action completed and closed
· 07/25 – 12/25 – Actions completed and closed

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 August:

Internal audit actions

Risk management – Internal Audit follow up completed
1 High action partially implemented
2 High actions fully implemented and closed
1 High action not implemented 

Tree health
1 medium action open

Business Continuity Plan
1 remaining medium action closed, leaving no open actions

Corporate governance
The 2 remaining medium actions closed, leaving no open actions

Forestry Grant Scheme
4 high actions open
5 medium actions open

Updates were provided for all open actions, with a recommendation to close one medium action from the 2024/25 audit. LBi was in attendance to speak to remaining open FGS actions.

External audit*
2023/24 - 1 Low action closed, 1 medium remaining
2024/25 – 5 low, 2 medium and 2 high actions closed, leaving 0 open actions

*Formal closure of external audit actions subject to external audit follow up in 2026.

3.2 There was some discussion about the ownership of the final remaining Tree Health action and that this was not within the scope of the Tree Heath team to implement. JT suggested that the cross border memorandum of understanding could be discussed at the next AAC meeting with an updated provided on its’ re-negotiation. Agreed this action could be closed. 

· Action Point: LM to contact Head of Policy and Practice to request an update on the cross border Memorandum of Understanding.  

[bookmark: _Hlk216274700]3.3 LBi gave an overview of the current situation with the grant audits and the issues that have arisen from successive audits.  He noted that in order to gain significant traction, either additional resource or a re-prioritisation of resources was required in the short term. 

3.4 ER noted that the recommendations and associated actions arising from the internal audit reports had been accepted by management and that a decision needed to be made as to whether Scottish Forestry tolerates or takes action on the outstanding actions. LBi confirmed that each year, there had been incremental improvements, but acknowledged that further actions were more preferable than tolerating risks and that a focus of the current suite of projects and initiatives, such as the learning for casework for learning approach would allow targeted progress within business as usual. ER noted this and requested an action plan with timescales to address outstanding actions. 

· Action Point: JT agreed that he would work with LBi to prepare an action plan with timescales to address outstanding actions.

3.5 BC noted that there had been a lot of progress since 2023/24 but that due to legacy legislation still being in place, there were some constraints. He noted that when the Future Forestry Grants Scheme was taken forward to implementation, that the constraints could be designed out. 

4. Finance Update

4.1 Review of finance audit actions – GH introduced the paper and noted that following the successful implementation of the new finance system, a number of actions had been closed, subject to external audit follow up. GH noted that JT had assumed some of the Director of Finance approvals until a new Director of Finance was appointed. 

4.2 Finance and Business Support Team update – GH noted that the team had been upskilling in areas such as artificial intelligence and procurement. DH joined the team as Finance Business Partner, on a contract basis. RMo noted that it was important to have strength and continuity in the team. GH noted that recruitment for the Finance Business Partner role would commence shortly. 

5. Internal Audit Progress Report

5.1 KM introduced the paper and gave an update on Internal Audit staffing. KM informed the committee that this was her last meeting and that Iain Burns would step in until a replacement was found. LB was on a temporary promotion to Internal Audit Manager and another member of the team had been promoted and would be leaving the team. 

5.2 LB noted that there had been steady progress on the audit plan for 2025/26. Field work had commenced on the programme and project management and the stakeholder engagement assurance review was completed. Assurance reviews on post planting inspections and financial budgeting, monitoring and reporting had not yet commenced but scoping would commence before Christmas. Advisory work on handling and compliance of Freedom of Information requests had been completed and the equality, diversity and inclusion mainstreaming had not yet commenced. 

5.3 LB noted that planning for 2026/27 had commenced and that audit colleagues would consult with Scottish Forestry Non-Executive Advisors to input into the plan. The pan would then be presented at the March 2026 Audit and Assurance Committee meeting.
 
5.4 RMo noted that some of work planned for Q3 had not yet commenced. LB reassured the committee that this had been scheduled and would be completed. LB informed the committee that a planning meeting was scheduled prior to Christmas and that field work would commence in the new year. 

6. External Audit

6.1 HM noted that there were no significant updates following the unmodified opinion issued on the Scottish Forestry 2024/25 annual report and accounts and that there had been no significant updates from Audit Scotland for the year ahead.  

6.2 GH noted that it was now possible to allow external audit access to the new finance system, and that this would help to take some pressure of the finance team.

7. Digital Business Partner / Cyber update

7.1 LW introduced the paper that included an overview of progress; addressing cyber threats; future plans and collaboration and operational continuity and security. She informed the committee of some recent developments including the cyber observatory and the new procurement tool, Supply25. She noted that there had been a number of staff initiatives including a number of events in October to mark cyber month, and an ongoing simulated phishing exercise. 

7.2  LW noted that there would be a joint testing exercise for the business continuity plan and disaster recovery arrangements. LW told the committee that she recently had a demonstration of some crisis manager platforms and that these could be used for a number of circumstances in addition to business continuity and disaster recovery. 

8. Risk Management Update

8.1 JT introduced the papers. He noted that the executive Board had recently reviewed the risk appetite statement and that the risk register had been amended accordingly. He noted that the Scottish Government had been running some risk workshops, including how to run a risk identification workshop and that some of the team had attended and planned to attend future sessions. 

8.2 ER asked whether the scoring for cyber was as high as the risk register suggests. She also asked for clarification about the risk appetite, as the risk appetite statement gives the appetite for security risks including cybersecurity as medium/cautious but the risk register gives the risk appetite for a cyber-attack as low/minimalist. She asked what the process was for escalation and de-escalation of risks. JT noted that for higher scoring risks, there was a need for more attention and an agreed means of addressing it in order to reduce its potential impact. He noted that there was an informal process in place for risk escalation and de-escalation, but the Corporate Affairs Team were looking to document and formalise it.

8.3 ER requested a deep dive on forestry grant scheme related risks. 

· Action Point: LM to add deep dive on FGS risks to March 2026 AAC agenda.  

9. Information Governance and Records Management Project Update

9.1 KM introduced the paper and noted that the project had been live for a number of weeks now and that the project brief was due to be finalised on 4 December 2025. KM gave an overview of some of the requests to increase the scope of the project. BC noted that it was wise to keep the scope tight and defined so that timescales didn’t slip. KM noted that a Business Analyst had been contracted to conduct the discovery phase. 

9.2 RMo asked how the staff involved in the project and discovery phase had been chosen and whether staff at all levels would be involved. KM confirmed that staff from each area would be involved and that this would include staff from a variety of pay grade levels. He confirmed that this stage was to establish the “as is” state and that then the project would move on to summarise discovery phase findings prior to moving on to the next phase. 

9.3 PT asked about the retention of documents. KM confirmed that both physical and electronic files would be included in the retention schedules. BC noted that due to the long-term nature of forestry, retention periods for some documents could be in excess of 30 years.  

10. Quarterly Information Governance Report

10.1 LM introduced the paper and highlighted that the number and complexity of information requests continues to place a significant burden on the team. She noted that some recent Appeals and Decisions caused a significant amount of work for both the Corporate Affairs team and colleagues across the agency but there continued to be a concerted effort to ameliorate some of the risks associated with this area of work. ER recognised the impact that the demands of the work had on staff and wished to thank them. ER asked if there was anything that could be done to reduce the number and / or complexity of requests. LM noted that we had committed to publishing screening opinions from the establishment of Scottish Forestry in 2019 to the present day and that other options for more proactive publication were being explored. 

10.2 LM gave an overview of data breaches and data protection officer enquiries. There had been no ICO reportable risks in the period from May-Nov 2025. RMo asked whether the breaches were self-reported or reported on behalf of others. LM noted that Scottish Forestry operates a no blame culture in relation to data breaches and that each breach presents an opportunity for learning. LM noted that she is working with the Employee Engagement and Policy Partner to produce learning materials based on some of the most recent breaches. PT noted that promoting an open culture in this area was a positive approach. 

10.3 RMo noted that it was good to see the unacceptable behaviours work progressing. He asked what mental health resources were available for staff and whether it would be an automatic referral if a Scottish Forestry Staff member reported an action(s) under the policy. LM noted that Scottish Forestry has an Employee Assistance programme that is available for all staff, as well as a network of trained mental heath first aiders across the agency. JT noted that the scenarios and behaviours in the policy were compiled through workshops and conversations with staff and that the approach being proposed was realistic and proportionate. 

11. AOB

11.1 PT informed the committee that he attended a Government Internal Audit Agency Audit and Risk Assurance Committee Effectiveness seminar in November. 

11.2 PT noted that this was KM’s last meeting, and thanked her for her support, helpfulness and contact over the years. 

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

· Action Point: LM to circulate seminar slides. 
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