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	Audit & Assurance Committee



SCOTTISH FORESTRY
MINUTES OF THE AUDIT & ASSURANCE COMMITTEE MEETING
19 August 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

	
	Adam Dearnley (AD), Director of Finance

	
	Brendan Callaghan (BC), Director of Operational Delivery

	
	Kate Moffat (KM), Internal Audit, Scottish Government

	
	Ashley Green (AG) , Internal Audit, Scottish Government

	
	Hannah McKellar (HM), Grant Thornton

	
	Angela Pieri (AP), Grant Thornton

	
	Marliese Richmond, Corporate Planning and Governance Manager (items 8 and 9)

	
	Lynne Wilson, Digital Business Partner (item 10)

	
	

	Apologies
	Paul Lowe (PL), Chief Executive

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


		
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)

	Open
	08/25
	PL

	05/25
	PL to prepare a summary update on whistleblowing and complaints.
	Open
	08/25
	PL

	07/25
	Annual assurance: JT, AD and PL to discuss what Scottish Forestry’s aspirations were and what areas to focus on.
	Closed
	08/25
	PL, JT, AD

	08/25
	LM to provide feedback to Grant Schemes Manager.
	Closed
	08/25
	LM

	09/25
	ER and LM to liaise to set up workshop.
	Closed
	12/25
	ER, LM

	10/25
	BC to sign Annual Report and Accounts
	Closed
	08/25
	BC

	11/25
	AD to circulate the paper prepared for the Forestry Trade Union Side. 

	Closed
	09/25
	AD

	12/25
	The AAC would like to invite LW back in 6 months to provide an update.
	Closed
	03/26
	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.

2. Minutes, actions and matters arising

2.1 The minutes from the previous meeting were approved. 

2.2 Action points discussed:

· 01/25, 05/25, 07/25 – Actions to remain open but SET to explore what can be taken forward in PL’s absence
· 06/25 – Action 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 May:

Internal audit actions

· Learning, Skills and Development had been removed since last meeting as all actions had been completed
· Tree health - 2 medium actions closed, leaving 1 medium action remaining
· Business Continuity – 1 high action and 2 medium closed, 1 medium remaining
· Corporate Governance - 3 new medium actions, 1 already completed and the remaining 2 were underway

External audit actions

· 2021/22 – Key Performance Indicators – the 1 remaining medium action had been closed due to the launch of the Corporate Strategy and Plan. All actions now closed
· 2022/23 – 1 medium action on leases was now part of business as usual. All actions now closed 
· 2023/24 – 1 medium action had been closed due to the launch of the Corporate Strategy and Plan. 1 low 1 medium action remaining

3.2 PT noted that the Corporate Strategy and Plan was well-executed and considered document. He congratulated all those involved in its’ development. 

3.3 ER stated that she would welcome progress on the 2023 Forestry Grant Scheme actions. 

· Action Point: LM to provide feedback to Grant Schemes Manager.

4. Internal Audit Progress Report

4.1 KM introduced the paper and noted that the terms of reference for the Freedom of Information advisory work had been agreed and that there was good progress on the annual audit plan. KM noted that the recent Corporate Governance audit achieved a reasonable assurance and that there were a lot of substantial topics being covered by the audit plan this year.

4.2 PT stated that although actions may be scored as low priority, it was important to implement and close actions. 

5. Directorate for Internal Audit and Assurance Report 2024/25

5.1 KM introduced the paper. Members noted the content. 

[bookmark: _Hlk206753424]5.2 There was some discussion around the Internal Audit Bulletin, in particular the 20 questions on building accountable organisations. ER suggested that a workshop was held with the Non-Executive Advisors and that Iain Burns, Lead Senior Internal Audit Manager from Scottish Government should be invited to attend. 

· Action Point: ER and LM to liaise to set up workshop. 

5.3 There was some discussion around Non-Executive Advisor succession. BC confirmed that he and JT were working on the recruitment process and that it would start soon. KM noted that the new audit handbook that was due for publication soon includes best practice guidance that Non-Executive Advisors should have a separation of duties between various committees. 

6. National Fraud Initiative Update, Scottish Forestry Annual Report and Accounts 2024/25

National Fraud Initiative:
6.1 GH introduced the paper and noted that in the most recent National Fraud Initiative data matching exercise, 91 data matches were to be investigated. Each data match was investigated and no errors were identified. 

6.2 PT asked if the finance system alerted users when there was a suspected duplication. GH informed the Committee that users were alerted if there was a suspected duplicate transaction but that there was an option to override it. 

6.3 KM asked what the process was for identifying duplicate creditors. GH noted that staff carry out checks for duplicate creditors and bank account details when inputting a new creditor to the system. GH noted that accounts were closed down where an inputting error had been identified, and that this was verified before it was actioned. 

Scottish Forestry Annual Report and Accounts 2024/25:
6.4 GH introduced the paper. He noted that the format followed the financial reporting manual (FReM) guidance. He noted that the format and level of detail within the finance section was the same as what awas presented last year, but now that the new ledger had been embedded, it was planned to release more detail in the 2025/26 accounts. 

6.5 PT congratulated GH and the Finance Team and all those involved, on the quality and production of the accounts. PT also thanked AP and HM for the good relationship Grant Thornton had built with the team. 

6.6 The Annual Report and Accounts were agreed and would be signed by BC. 

· Action point: BC to sign Annual Report and Accounts. 

7. External Audit – Annual Audit Report 2024/25

7.1 AP introduced the paper and told the Committee that the headlines were the same as last year and that there had been no new regulations in 2024/25. Information was received on time and was of a good standard and all areas had been concluded. 

7.2  AP noted that the implementation of the new ledger had caused some additional work. She noted that financial sustainability was a significant risk, due to the 1 year settlements from Scottish Government and that this was a risk across the public sector.

7.3 AP thanked all those involved in the process and confirmed that Grant Thornton was issuing an unmodified opinion. 

7.4 HM gave an overview of the report and noted that there had been 1 primary adjustment but that this was minor. She noted that there was an opportunity to enhance climate disclosures in future years. On wider scope and best value, it was concluded that Scottish Forestry should prepare a medium term financial plan, supported by detailed shorter term plans. 

7.5 HM highlighted the action plan in Annex B and noted the action in connection to the resourcing of the finance team. AD gave an overview of current workforce planning within the finance team, including training and certification, the introduction of a new role, and having specialist roles within the team. 

· Action Point: AD to circulate the paper prepared for the Forestry Trade Union Side. 

7.6 RMo asked whether the new additional resource planned for the team would be enough to take the pressure off. AD stated that it would increase capacity in the team and that the aspiration is to develop a structure that would allow staff to progress and to build resilience within the team. 

7.7 ER thanked Grant Thornton for their work in preparing the annual report and for the additional IT action plan report. 

8. Risk Management Update

8.1 MR introduced the paper and noted that there had been progress on the Risk Management Plan and that the risk appetite statement had been reviewed by the Executive Board in July. MR noted that it was mostly subject matter experts that added and reviewed risks on the risk register but there was a need to hold a workshop on risk to look at establishing a clear process and providing a steer for colleagues to ensure consistency. 

8.2 ER noted the difficulties in producing a risk appetite statement for an executive agency as it needed to be aligned with Scottish Ministers’ risk appetite. MR noted that the starting point for the recent developments had been based on the Scottish Government risk appetite.

8.3 ER noted that there was an impact on operations from strategic level decision making and that it was important to keep this in mind. 

8.4 MR highlighted the importance of articulating to staff that Scottish Forestry tolerated more risk in some areas and that a workshop would be held to ensure that the scoring of risks was reasonable going forward.  

8.5 RMo noted that it was encouraging to see movement and that this was very important. MR gave thanks to James Fletcher, Senior Business Analyst – Reporting for his work on the dashboard. 

8.6 ER asked what the next steps were. MR confirmed that Saltire pages on risk would be reviewed, as part of the team and conservancy planning process, an element of risk training would be included and that the Executive Board had a workshop planned for September. 

9. Quarterly Information Governance Report

9.1 LM introduced the paper and highlighted the current position of FOI/EIR requests. She noted that the team had been dealing with a high number of complex and voluminous requests as well as Appeals from the Scottish Information Commissioner that place a significant burden on staff. 

9.2 MR told the Committee that a paper with proposals on how Scottish Forestry could handle information requests differently was being worked on, for presentation at the Executive Board. 

9.3 BC noted that there had been a recent decision to publish all Environmental Impact Assessments from 2019 to date within 6 months, and that teams were working on it. RMo suggested that 6 months may not be enough time for this piece work. 

10. Strategic Risk Deep Dive: Cyber Security

10.1 LW updated the Committee on current work and developments in cyber security. She noted that Scottish Forestry were following the Scottish Cyber Resilience Framework v2.0. There was ongoing work on cyber incident response plans and that the aim was to provide a structured, consistent approach to identifying, managing, and recovering from cyber incidents affecting Scottish Forestry’s digital operations, minimising disruption and protecting sensitive data. LW gave an overview of the actions planned for the remainder of 2025/25.

10.2 RMo noted that there was a lot of good work underway and planned and welcomed the progress. RMo asked what steps were in place to review digital services provided by 3rd parties. LW noted that this was being incorporated into procurement processes via cyber assurance assessments, supplier reviews and testing. 

· Action Point: The AAC would like to invite LW back in 6 months to provide an update. 

11. AOB

11.1 There was no AOB, and the meeting closed.
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