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	Audit & Assurance Committee



SCOTTISH FORESTRY
MINUTES OF THE AUDIT & ASSURANCE COMMITTEE MEETING
25 March 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
	Paul Lowe (PL), Chief Executive

	
	Rachel Martin (RM), Interim Head of Corporate Affairs and Communications

	
	Gary Henderson (GH), Senior Finance Manager

	
	Louise Maclean (LM), Information Governance Manager

	
	Adam Dearnley (AD), Director of Finance

	
	Lindsay Bisset (LB), Grant Schemes Manager (Item 3)

	
	Angela Pieri (AP), Grant Thornton

	
	Hannah McKellar (HM), Grant Thornton 

	
	Kate Moffat (KM), Internal Audit, Scottish Government

	
	Alison Thomson (AT), Internal Audit, Scottish Government

	
	

	Apologies
	Jonathan Taylor,  Head of Corporate Affairs and Communications


		
Action Point Summary:

	Action Point Ref
	Description
	Status
	Completion / Target date
	Owner

	25/24
	LM to ensure risk and the risk register was on the agenda for the next AAC meeting.

	Closed
	05/2025
	LM / AD / RM

	26/24
	JT to raise the discussion on the Whistleblowing Policy with HR and bring back any additional information required.  

	Open
	Q2 2025
	JT/MD

	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)

	New
	05/25
	PL

	02/25
	LM to invite James Nott to May meeting.
	Closed 
	04/2025
	LM

	03/25
	Non-executive Advisors to send the results of skills and experience self-assessments to Internal Audit. 

	Closed
	Q1 2025
	NEAs

	04/25
	Send risk maturity model (linked in the paper) to ER.

	Closed
	03/2025
	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:

· 23/24  - this action was noted as completed
· 24/24 – LB was in attendance at the March meeting, action noted as completed
· 25/24 – this had been moved to the May meeting, remain open
· 26/24 – JT discussed this with HR and it had been added to their work planner for later in the year, remain open 

2.3 There were no matters arising, or declarations of interest. 

3. Audit recommendations update

3.1 LB was in attendance to give an overview of the Forestry Grants Scheme and associated risks and actions. LB noted that there had been a number of improvements made over recent years. The priority was to mitigate risk and prioritise resource. LB told the committee that the team were looking at the future of variations and successions elements of the scheme within the confines of the business model and legal obligations. 

3.2 LB thanked internal audit colleagues for their valuable input and feedback. 

3.3 PT asked about Scottish Forestry’s use of the Land Registry. LB informed the Committee that this was used if the value of the contract was over £250,000, or if there was no UK domiciled Directors.  

3.4 LB informed the committee that Scottish Forestry were obliged to check 5% of all claims for compliance but that the team currently checked 20%. PT asked about the outcome of the claims examined. LB told the Committee that some incur penalties but that over 90% had no issues. 

3.4 PL informed the Committee that a number of new roles and a balancing of the workforce had taken place in Conservancies and that staffing numbers and importantly retention were stabilising. PL told the Committee that Scottish Forestry were progressing a civtech pilot which involved using Near Earth Observation Data to assist with tree health monitoring, as an alternative to helicopter observation, the miniature satellite was due to launch later in the year. 

3.5 LB noted that compensatory planting in some Conservancy areas, as a result of works on power lines etc was impacting the number of hectares of trees planted that could be reported. PL noted that Scottish Forestry had briefed Ministers, and would continue to do so, on the factors affecting the likelihood of achieving the Programme for Government target of in excess of 10,000 ha of woodland creation per year. 

3.6 LB went on to discuss the Forestry Grant Scheme internal audit actions. He noted that Scottish Forestry did not have full control of all data in relation to the grants, since multiple systems and ARE were involved. Manual workarounds were in place to make reports received fit for purpose internally.  

3.7 ER noted 2 risks that had been scored as high but that the resolution was more under Scottish Forestry’s control and that perhaps it ought not to be scored as a high action. ER asked if it would be more appropriate to score actions in relation to Scottish Forestry’s risk appetite. KM confirmed that it would be possible for PL to sign off on the re-scoring of internal audit actions. 

· Action point: 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).

3.8 There was some discussion around the learning and development actions and in addition to those closed off since the last meeting, it was thought that a further action could be closed off. 

3.9 It was suggested that the Committee invite James Nott, Head of Tree Health along to the next meeting to provide an overview of the tree health related actions. 

· Action point: LM to invite James Nott to May meeting. 

3.10 LM gave an overview of the business continuity actions and informed the Committee that since the papers for the meeting had been prepared, a further action could be closed off. The Committee noted the progress since the last meeting. 

4. Self-assessment results and actions

4.1 PT introduced the paper and told the AAC that the focus was on the priority 1 actions. ER noted that it was correct to focus on risk.

4.2 RMo stated that in relation to action 8 on risk, it was important to provide adequate support and training to staff and that it was important that all staff know how to raise a risk. RMo suggested moving action 8 from a priority 2 to a 1. This was agreed. 

4.3 It was suggested that a deep dive be conducted in relation to action 17 on committee effectiveness. It was agreed to conduct a deep dive on this topic and to move the priority level up from a 3 to a 2. 

· Action point: Non-executive Advisors to send the results of their recent skills audit to Internal Audit. 

5. Internal Audit Progress Report 

5.1 KM introduced this item. She informed the Committee that AT would be leaving her current role soon to take up a secondment for 12 months and that Amy Beverage would be taking over as the contact point for Scottish Forestry. KM told the Committee that to adhere more closely to the internal audit global standards, they would like to suggest some changes in relation to meetings with the Committee Chair and that they would continue to follow up on incomplete actions until they had been implemented. 

5.2 AT informed the Committee that 2 reports had been issued since the last meeting. These were the Woodland Carbon Code that achieved a substantial assurance and Risk that achieved limited assurance. There was also an advisory report issued on Net Zero. AT informed the Committee that some follow ups due to take place before the end of 2024/25 financial year would likely run into 2025/26 and that 2023/24 follow ups were all completed. 

5.3 ER stated that the outcome of the risk audit was worrying, but helpful. ER commended the Woodland Carbon Code staff on the outcome of the audit. 

· Action point: Send risk maturity model (linked in the paper) to ER.

5.4 PL informed the Committee that Scottish Forestry had been transitioning their approach to risk, so that it was more aligned to the Scottish Government and that Scottish Forestry had provided a robust response to the risk audit report. PL noted that he had congratulated the Woodland Carbon Code team on the outcome of the report. 

5.5 PL told the Committee that he had agreed some additional roles in Executive Office to support its areas of responsibility.  

5.6 AT stated that she was pleased to see the improvements in the governance of Scottish Forestry. KM conformed that the audit plan for 2025/26 focusses on the right areas, including the focus on the policy side of post-planting activities. The AAC confirmed that they were happy with the proposed plan. 
 
6. External Audit Plan 2024/25

6.1 AP introduced the paper. She confirmed that the plan for January and February to undertake testing had been completed but that some testing of the ledger was still to take place. AP told the Committee that there was no significant changes in the scope from the previous plan and that the main risk was financial, following the implementation of the new finance system and confirmed that finance was a risk across the portfolio. 

6.2 HM provided a summary of the report. She noted that the risk identified for management override of controls was standard across the portfolio. AD confirmed that the transfer of data to the new finance system had been successful and congratulated GH for his work on this. 

6.3 HM informed the AAC that the approach to materiality was consistent across the portfolio.  RMo asked about best value and how this was measured. AP confirmed that a determination of best value was not part of the conclusion and that it was the duty of the Auditor General to determine if an organisation was delivering best value or not. 

6.4 ER congratulated Grant Thronton on the outcome of the Financial Reporting Council’s Audit Quality and Supervision inspections. 

6.5 GH confirmed that everything was due to run to timetable. 


7. Quarterly Information Governance Report 

7.1 RM introduced the paper and gave an overview of the current volume of information requests. At the time of the meeting, there was 21 requests open, 3 were complex and required additional time to process, made possible under Regulation 7 of the Environmental Information (Scotland) Regulations. RM informed the AAC that we had recently purchased some licenses for redaction software. 

7.2 RM informed the AAC that a workshop had been held on unacceptable behaviours and when the situation in the corporate affairs team settles down, this would be rolled out further. The Engaging the Bystander training that was offered to all Scottish Forestry staff was well received and work on this was still a priority. PT asked whether the unacceptable behaviours were internal or external. PL stated that it was mostly external and that there were a number of avenues that SF staff could take if they experienced unacceptable behaviours, including internal HR procedures and in relevant cases referring to the Institute of Chartered Foresters Code of Practice. PL told the AAC that part of the work in this area was to create a charter that would set out expectations for both staff and stakeholders and to give staff authority to withdraw in certain circumstances. 

7.3 RMo asked about the nature of the data breaches reported and RM explained that the team involved had undertaken data protection training since the breach. 

7.4 RMo asked about the information requests and whether there was any indication as to why Scottish Forestry were receiving an increase in the number and complexity of requests and whether there were any common themes emerging. RM informed the AAC that the team were moving to a new way of tracking cases and that it would capture more detail and make report running easier. PL informed the AAC of the development work being done on Casebook and the public registers and how it would allow SF to proactively publish more, reducing the need for stakeholders to ask Scottish Forestry directly for information. PL noted that user experience was a core element of the new website that would be launched in the Summer.   

8. Records Management Deep Dive 

8.1 LM introduced the paper and gave an overview of the feedback received from National Records of Scotland on Scottish Forestry’s voluntary Progress Update review. 2 elements (records created or held by third parties and business continuity and vital records) were assessed as moving from amber to green and one element, archiving and transfer was assessed as moving from green to amber. The 2021 status of the 15 plan elements was 9 green and 6 amber, the 2025 status was 10 green and 5 amber. 

8.2 LM informed the AAC that it had recently been agreed to establish a project on information governance, with a focus on records management. RMo asked if there was any indication of the resources that would be required. LM confirmed that it had been agreed to engage a Business Analyst to conduct a scoping exercise, upon completion of this piece of work, it would be possible to gauge the resource requirements more accurately. 

8.3 PL informed the AAC that good progress had been made on the implementation of the records management plan. 

9. AOB

9.1  PT thanked RM and LM for their assistance prior to and during the meeting. 

9.2 There was no further AOB and the meeting closed.
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