	[image: SF_col_landscape_logo]
	Audit & Assurance Committee



SCOTTISH FORESTRY
MINUTES OF THE AUDIT & ASSURANCE COMMITTEE MEETING
27 May 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

	
	Angela Pieri (AP), Grant Thornton

	
	Kate Moffat (KM), Internal Audit, Scottish Government

	
	Ashley Green (AG) , Internal Audit, Scottish Government

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

	
	James Nott (JN), Head of Tree Health (item 3)

	
	

	Apologies
	Hannah McKellar (HM), Grant Thornton

	
	Amy Beveridge (AB), Internal Audit, Scottish Government


		
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.
	New
	08/25
	PL

	06/25
	Draft governance statement: GH to edit personal data section to include information on data protection workshops.
	Closed
	06/25
	GH

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



1. Welcome, introductions, declarations of interest 

1.1 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting. 
1.2 No new declarations of interest were made.

1.3 PT discussed the 3 internal audit papers submitted for information. In particular he noted that there were some very useful themes in the “Recognising and responding to Early Warning signs in Public Sector Bodies” presentation, prepared by the Director of Internal Audit and Assurance Scottish Government. The committee noted that some discussion around some of themes and how they could apply to Scottish Forestry would be useful.

· Action point: PL to prepare a summary update on whistleblowing and complaints.  

2. Minutes, actions and matters arising

2.1 The minutes from the previous meeting were approved. 

2.2 Action points discussed:

· 25/24 – Risk was on the agenda and will be a standing item for each AAC meeting. Closed
· 26/24 – Scottish Government are reviewing their procedures, Scottish Forestry will align to it once published. Noted as completed
· 01/25 – PL to review update on actions. Remain open
· 02/25 – James Nott, Head of Tree Health was present. Noted as completed
· 03/25 – AAC self-assessment had been sent to Internal Audit. Noted as completed
· 04/25 – Risk Maturity Model sent to Non-Executive Advisors. Noted as completed

2.3 There were no matters arising.

3. Audit recommendations update

3.1 RM introduced the tracker updates and noted that the green arrows demonstrated that there had been some progress on actions but not necessarily to indicate that actions had been completed. 

3.2 On the internal audit actions, there had been progress on a number of Forestry Grant Scheme actions. The one remaining open action on Learning & Development and Performance Management had been closed off as is was now business as usual. On tree health, 1 medium action had been closed since the last meeting and there had been progress on other actions. JN was in attendance to answer any questions that the committee had. On business continuity, 1 high action and 1 medium action had been closed. A desktop testing exercise was completed, and a report and the annual business continuity plan update would go to Executive Board in July. There had been good progress on the risk actions. 1 High action had been closed, and there had been good progress on other actions. 

3.3 With the external audit actions, progress had been made on actions from each year though no actions had been closed off. Significant developments of note were the corporate strategy and plan being launched and a new delegated scheme of authority had been drafted. 

3.4 RMo asked JN about the progress on tree health actions. He asked how planning for assurance that the right processes, data and people were in place to accommodate the work required. 

3.5 JN informed the committee that reporting had progressed. A report was due to go to Executive Board in June for the first time and they would receive a monthly update going forward. With statutory plant health notices, a case management system had been recommended. Whilst this was not in place yet, an alternative system was in place. Conservancies feed into the data and would also receive copies of the report. Standard operating procedures had been rewritten for existing procedures. Generally, learning and skills development was working well except for the technical training as it was difficult to train staff on pests and diseases that had not yet reached Scotland. Some staff had been to England to see first hand some of the pests that were likely to reach Scotland and that this programme would be refreshed seasonally. 

3.6 RMo asked whether the conservancies had the capacity to engage with the case management process and what the process was for tree health experts to disseminate information from their educational visits. 

3.7 JN informed the committee that the tree health reporting was not a new ask on conservancies but that the new process was to gather more meaningful data and to report it back. He noted that staff engage with Forestry and Land Scotland, land managers, foresters and others to identify, track and monitor the pests and diseases that are in Scotland. Forest Research regularly release targeted factsheets and videos. 

3.8 PT asked how predictable the pests and diseases were, including how and where they were likely to spread. 

3.9 JN noted that tree health was a single entomological unit in the UK and that the risk register in place identified over 400 tree health related entries. They cover predictions for what is coming and likelihood and potential damage. JN informed the committee that commonly the pests and diseases are soil or air borne and that generally, Scotland are behind the curve compared to England and that Scotland’s borders are monitored, particularly for sawn or fire wood and plants. 

3.10 PT asked how engaged the commercial forestry sector was. 

3.11 JN noted that engagement from the commercial sector was good. He noted that reporting was good and that the good relations with both the industry and the public helped to facilitate this.
 
4. Losses payments

4.1 GH informed the committee that the figure had dropped from last year and that a total of 3 losses had been recorded. Lessons had been learned from each instance. 

5. Draft governance statement

5.1 GH noted that the statement would for part of the annual report and accounts and that it was being brough to the committee to contribute. It ensures that Scottish Forestry’s duties under the financial reporting manual (FReM) were met and that it followed the same format as last year. GH asked the committee to let him know if they had any amendments in respect of attendance at meetings. GH noted that the statement also reflects the responses to the internal assurances process and that some information was yet to be supplied. 

5.2 ER asked about the personal data incidents and noted that it would be useful to include what learning and mitigations were put in place as a result. 

· Action Point: GH to edit this section include information on data protection workshops. 

5.3 RMo noted that the level of detail was good and thanked GH for his work on the document. PL noted that it was a good representation and that a lot of quality information had been provided. 

6. Internal Audit Q1 progress report

6.1 KM introduced AG to the meeting and noted that as a team lead, she would be attending these meetings more often. KM informed the committee that the one outstanding audit from 24/25 (Corporate Governance) was due soon, with a final meeting dairies for early June. KM will look at resourcing and timings for the 25/26 planned audits. KM thanked RM for her assistance with agreeing the scheduling of audits for the year ahead.

7. Annual assurance report

7.1 KM introduced the paper and noted that it had been a solid year but that the implementation of actions could be more timely. 

7.2  RMo asked how Scottish Forestry could get to substantial assurance whilst keeping in mind the Agency’s resources. 

· Action Point: JT, AD and PL to discuss what Scottish Forestry’s aspirations were and what areas to focus on. 

7.3  AD noted that the aspiration was to better. As teams mature and strengthen, this would allow for more focus and balance and that Scottish Forestry would see the benefits. 

7.4 ER noted the importance of the management responses to audit recommendations and to ensure that we accept the recommendation and the rating before agreeing the management action. Management actions should be reasonable and proportionate and should be actioned as soon as possible. ER noted that this was not always possible and that more robust management responses would help. 

7.5 JT told the committee that PL is now signing off management responses. KM noted that it would be useful to look at emerging themes e.g. roles and controls. RM noted that a workshop was planned for the Executive Board and that themes would be explored. 

8. External Audit

8.1 AP noted that the annual plan had been presented in March, and confirmed that all of the early work had been completed including payroll and expenditure and the migration to the new ledger. Looking ahead to the final accounts, most of the documentation requested had been supplied. The annual audit report would be presented in July and the CEO would be contacted to discuss the wider scope elements. 

8.2 GH noted that the first draft of the annual report and accounts had been prepared but there had been problems in getting some information on pensions from My Civil Service Pension. 

8.3 AP noted that this was an issue across the sector and that in previous years it had been possible, under the financial reporting manual (FReM), to implement an override but that this year that would not be possible. Audit Scotland had been made aware that cash equivalent transfer values (CETV) were late. This would affect the opinion as this area had a lower materiality. 

9. Risk

9.1 RM gave an update on progress in relation to risk work. IA assessed that Scottish Forestry’s risk maturity sits at level 2. The report detailed some areas of good practice, including the adoption of Scottish Government’s risk management policy and procedures. There would be regular and formal reviews at Executive Board, Strategic Advisory Group and Strategic Operations Group. There would also be deep dives, identification of themes and staff awareness raising. 

10. Quarterly information governance report

10.1 LM introduced the report and added that Scottish Government recently ran their full series of FOI/EIR training. This opportunity was promoted to all staff and Office Managers were made aware and encouraged to attend if possible. 

10.2 RMo noted that it was positive that the team were meeting with other agencies and departments to explore best practice. He asked if the additional staff resource was to process the current workload levels or projected future levels. 

10.3 JT noted that the intention was to future proof casework management. There were a number of improvements underway that would assist in this. JT informed the committee that there would be a review of casework handling. 

10.4 RMo highlighted the importance of ensuring that any new processes facilitate Scottish Forestry’s ability to release more information. An update was requested for 6 months’ time. 

11. AOB

11.1 RM informed the committee that the Beta Digital Scotland Service Standard assessment of the website had been completed and that Scottish Forestry received a strong compliance, with no changes proposed. A massive thanks was noted for Cameron Edwards and Rosie Ballantyne for their work on the project. It was noted that the website was a flagship platform for Scottish Forestry and the work that had gone into the user experience side of the website had been significant and contributed to the outcome of the assessment. 

11.2 There was no further AOB and the meeting closed.
	[image: ]



image1.jpeg
"P Scottish / Coilltearachd
!’ Forestry / na h-Alba




image2.png
Scottish
Government
gov.scot




