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SCOTTISH ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION AGENCY 
 

STRATEGY MEETING 

 
The thirty-ninth Board Strategy meeting took place at 1.00pm on  

Tuesday 24 March 2020 via intercall 
 
Present: 
 
Terry A’Hearn  Craig Hume 
Bob Downes (Chair) Julie Hutchison 
Fran van Dijk Harpreet Kohli 
Michelle Francis Nick Martin 
Nicola Gordon Philip Matthews 
Martin Hill 
 
In Attendance: 
 
Ian Buchanan Chief Officer Compliance and Beyond 
Helena Couperwhite Corporate Officer 
Kieron Gallagher Head of Governance 
Jo Green Chief Officer, Performance and Innovation  
Martin Grey Head of Communications & Marketing (item 8 onwards) 
John Kenny Chief Officer, Circular Economy 
Bridget Marshall Regulatory Strategy and Government Relations Manager (item 12) 
Stuart McGregor Chief Officer, Finance 
Jennifer McWhirter Clerk to the Board  
David Pirie  Executive Director Evidence and Flooding 
Anne Turner Business Strategy Unit Manager  
Jennifer Welsh Head of Finance (item 11) 
 
 

 
1. Chair's Opening Remarks 
 
The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting.  He commented that it was good to get a comparison 
between Intercall at this morning’s Audit Committee meeting and Facetime this afternoon at the 
Strategy Board meeting.  He advised that Anne Turner was acting as the Facetime moderator.  If 
anyone drops out of the call she will add you back on. 
 
The Chair highlighted that the current situation was a crisis that had to be managed.  He said he 
hoped everyone and their families were well and continued to remain well and to let SEPA know if we 
can provide any help. 
 
He thanked Jo Green for the work she undertook as Acting Chief Executive, leading the organisation, 
David Pirie for leading the Emergency Management Team and Kieron Gallagher for the work done in 
advance of the meeting in the absence of the Clerk to the Board. 
 
The Chair confirmed that SEPA has an important job to do as a category one responder, flooding and 
pollution will continue and individuals may take advantage on the criminal side.  We should not lose 
sight of what we are trying to do, we need to delay and re-prioritise.   
 
He advised that the agenda had remained the same but that there were changes due to COVID-19. 
He drew the Boards attention to the papers that had been circulated in advance of the meeting 
showing the structure of the Emergency Management Team and the roles and remit of the groups 
stemming from it. 
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The Chair confirmed that in the circumstances that there were no fire alarm tests.  
 
2. Apologies for absence 
 
Apologies were noted for Fiona Martin, Chief Officer, People & Property. 
 
3. Order of Business  
 
The order of business as outlined on the agenda has been modified in that the presentations for item 
13 SEPA becoming a One Planet (net zero) Organisation and item 14 Mossmorran Update have been 
postponed due to the lead resource not being able to attend.  The private session with Board 
members only has been moved to the end of the agenda. 
 
4. Declarations of Interests 
 
No declaration of interests were made.   
 
5. Approval of the minutes of meeting held on 10 December 2019 
 
The minutes of the meeting held on 10 December 2019 were approved as an accurate record of that 
meeting. 
 
6. Matters Arising 
 
The Clerk to the Board introduced the item and advised that: 
 
Action 106: International Services has been considering the balance sheet and indicators which would 
capture the wider benefits of international work. The team will shortly be arranging a meeting with 
board buddies (for late April) to discuss the indicators in more detail. The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 107: This is on the Resource Centre section of Diligent Boards. This action is closed. 
 
7. Board Engagement Activity 
 
Harpreet Kohli advised that he had attended the Scottish Renewables Transport Conference in 
Glasgow on 19 February 2020 and as indicated at the February Agency Board meeting had now met 
with Scottish (Managed) Sustainable Health Network (SMaSH) colleagues on 10 March 2020 to 
discuss Sustainability. 
 
The Board noted the update. 
 
7.1 Board Buddy Register 
 
The Clerk to the Board advised that Julie Hutchison had been added to the Board Buddy register as a 
EU Exit Board Buddy.  The Board agreed that David Pirie would discuss the ongoing timetable for the 
Flood Risk Management project with the Board Buddies Julie Hutchison and Michelle Francis outwith 
the meeting. 
 
The Board asked that the Agency Management Team (AMT) reflect on the current relevance of the 
Board Buddy projects. 

Action: Agency Management Team 
The Board noted the update. 
 
8.  Coronavirus Update - Verbal  
 
Jo Green introduced the item and advised that the update comprised of four parts: external situational 
awareness; strategy, emergency management arrangements and ongoing board engagement. 
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External situational awareness 
 
Jo Green spoke about the external context in both the UK and Scotland, where the first confirmed 
case was only three weeks ago, and highlighted that we will be going back to a different normal and 
have an opportunity to create a better normal.  We need to look at how we stay on and/or get ahead of 
the curve.  She asked for Board members own reflections. 
 
The Board discussed the huge unknowns at the moment and the importance of stopping the spread of 
the virus.  Communications around this are important.  The Board recognised the huge benefit of 
technology in staying connected and the role managers need to play in understanding the household 
context of those in their teams including those who live alone and those with childcare responsibilities.   
The impact on businesses was discussed including issues around stock depreciation, continuing costs 
including around electricity, water and subscriptions and the risks around waste.  The Board 
recognised that there is an opportunity for innovation but it is currently difficult for most people who are 
working hard and are tired.  
 
Strategy 
 
Jo Green highlighted that the Strategy had been set up quickly and was adapting.  She drew the 
Boards attention to the update circulated in advance of the meeting and highlighted the three areas of 
current focus: (1) ensuring appropriate protection of, and support to, our staff; (2) ensuring delivery of 
effective, co-ordinated and proportionate response and recover; and (3) supporting the maintenance of 
normal services at appropriate levels in order to protect the environment and communities. Jo Green 
confirmed that the Agency Management Team are meeting on Friday 27 March 2020, and that any 
reflections from the Board today will feed into this.  
 
The Chair asked that all decisions taken, even those that have to made rapidly, are recorded on a 
running action log that is reported to the Board.  He highlighted that the Board Buddy system could be 
used if required.  

Action: Agency Management Team 
 
In response to a question about the bones of the Strategy and the decision tree model being used to 
decide how to and when to prioritise and de-prioritise, Jo Green advised that the Strategy helps with 
understanding and focus and gave an example of the Emergency Management Team focus on 
communications around protecting staff as that then enables everything else.   
 
Emergency management arrangements 
 
Jo Green highlighted that SEPA is a Category 1 responder and that emergency management and 
business continuity are not new to us but that we are learning and developing.   
 
David Pirie advised that the Emergency Management Team have been meeting at least daily to co-
ordinate our response and are drawing on the experience and learning from the Beast from the East, 
Flooding and Drought.  He drew the Boards attention to the Emergency Management Team structure 
document that had been circulated in advance of the meeting and highlighted that the three 
workstreams are: green – dynamic, situational awareness; lilac – priority services, focus on keeping 
them going; and orange – tactical/strategic groups looking at the longer timeframe. For the first few 
days the focus was about communicating with staff. We then moved onto the core services of Flooding 
(Flood Warning and Flood Forecasting) and Environmental Incidents. At the end of last week, the 
focus moved from green to orange and the prioritising of work.  David Pirie highlighted that the three 
stages are: (1) survival – working out what we can and cannot do; (2) subsistence - how we maintain 
the organisation; and (3) adjusting – to a new norm where we look to thrive.  
 
In response to a question about the vulnerabilities in the SEPA Contact Centre (SCC) and the plans to 
address these, David Pirie advised that specialist home working software has been introduced. It is 
being tested today, with a view to making it available to SCC staff tomorrow.  We have communicated 
externally about the reduced service SCC can give and directed the use of email rather than phone.  
Some of the services SCC are involved in have been de-prioritised.  
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In response to a question about what we are learning from the challenges elsewhere in Europe and 
specifically in respect of the increase in mortality rates, David Pirie confirmed that the Regulatory 
Policy and Positions Group are currently looking at this.  Jo Green advised that we have a key contact 
on this group who is well connected across the EU. 
 
In response to a question about whether anything had been changed or reshaped in practice, David 
Pirie advised that things had moved faster than we had first anticipated but that we had adapted and 
changed quickly.  
 
The Chair asked that a running log of what is being de-prioritised come to the Board for information 
and awareness. 

Action: Agency Management Team 
 
In response to a question about scenario planning, David Pirie advised that we have looked at a range 
of scenario’s but have not done fully detailed assessments as have focused on maintaining our 
services including duty rotas and moving work to other parts of the country were appropriate.  Jo 
Green highlighted that the Emergency Management Team had considered scenario’s as part of the 
pandemic exercise they had undertaken in February 2020 and were clear that there comes a point 
where it is about what SEPA can do for Scotland not its own services.  
 
The Board discussed that there will not be an even percentage spread across work areas in any 
scenario and that there is a need to be clear about what our critical functions are to ensure that there 
is enough knowledge and expertise throughout the organisation.  In response to a question about 
single points of failure, David Pirie advised that we had worked hard to ensure we had geographical 
distribution early on and that remote tabletop exercises where being undertaken. 
 
In response to a question about whether staff at home who cannot do their normal work can be 
deployed elsewhere, David Pirie advised that there is a mix of what sampling and lab staff are 
currently doing, some are revising and updating policies and procedures.  Jo Green highlighted that 
there are various reasons why people cannot work and that a system is being developed around 
availability to work.   
 
In response to a question about whether other organisations can help us, Jo Green described some 
examples where we are being offered and asked for help. 
 
In response to a question about the risk of criminals taking advantage of the situation, Ian Buchanan 
confirmed that we are trying to understand what this may mean including what activities we can do to 
make this less attractive. He highlighted that the focus is on environmental incident response, what we 
can do remotely and about supporting businesses.  In response to a question about whether we can 
communicate more widely some of the areas that were the focus of the recent Board lab tour, Ian 
Buchanan advised that it is in the territory of the deterrence work we are looking at. Jo Green 
highlighted that as well as pollution going down, crime rates have also gone down. 
 
In response to a question about the SEPA Coronavirus internet page and the communications plan, 
Martin Grey advised that the three priorities are: people, communities and businesses and drew the 
Boards attention to the recent ENDS online piece where SEPA was described as being well ahead of 
other Environmental Protection Agencies.   He highlighted the SCC and Comms cells on the EMT 
Structure diagram and confirmed that the website had been built quickly but could be expanded as 
required once work comes through from the other cells to populate it. Stakeholder mapping is being 
undertaken.  
 
The Chair asked the Agency Management Team to confirm whether 1:1 meetings need to be set up 
with the Boards of key businesses to explain what is happening and when.   

Action: Agency Management Team 
 

In response to a question about charging and other income falling, Stuart McGregor confirmed that 
there will be an impact but that we currently cannot quantify it.  We have been in regular 
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communication with Scottish Government and our forecast is to remain as is, however they will react 
quickly if we need to draw down more Grant in Aid in the first quarter. 
 
In response to a question about PPE, Ian Buchanan confirmed that we are only going out to significant 
incidents, risk assessments are being undertaken and social distancing followed.  We are ensuring we 
have what we need across the country.  The Board asked to be kept updated, due to the importance 
of staff welfare. 

Action: Ian Buchanan 
 
The Board discussed a recent Yuval Noah Harari article in the Financial Times, brought to the Board’s 
attention by Fran van Dijk. A copy is to be circulated. 

Action: Clerk to the Board 
 
Ongoing board engagement 
 
The Board discussed how they can be most effective and the need for a rolling log that they can use to 
probe and challenge but also support the work being done.  
 
The Board asked for a proposal to come back about how the agenda and engagement will be shaped 
between meetings.  The first part of Board meetings should focus on Coronavirus updates with 
knowledge and information being shared in advance.  

Action: Agency Management Team 
 
The Chief Executive highlighted the excellent work done by the Agency Management Team and 
others. The ENDS report praises SEPA and is good evidence of the actions undertaken during the 
initial three weeks. Agency Management Team will look back at the last month and the strategic 
position going forward which will be informed by todays discussions. 
  
In response to a question about how the Agency Management Team are coping, the Chief Executive 
advised that individuals across the organisation at all levels have put in enormous effort and are 
working together, while looking after ourselves physically and mentally.  
 
The Board noted the update. 
 
9. Final Annual Operating Plan 2020/21 – STRAT 03/20 
 
The Chief Executive introduced the item and highlighted that it had been finalised at a time when the 
thinking was very different to what it is now.  This is a critical year for the organisation in respect of 
One Planet Prosperity, the majority of staff are behind the direction but we need to operationalise it 
and prioritise where we can make strong inroads.  He advised that a lot of effort had been put into the 
Annual Operating Plan and that we are happy with how we have responded to previous comments 
from the Board. 
 
The Chief Executive confirmed that some things are out of our control for example even if we could do 
sector plans those we engage with are unlikely to be able to participate.   
 
The Board noted the Chief Executive’s plan to come back to the Board with a proposal for the next 
few months about what we will and will not do. 

Action: Chief Executive/Clerk to the Board 
 
The Board agreed that it was not appropriate to publish anything in relation to the Annual Operating 
Plan at the moment. 
 
The Chief Executive advised that we are developing up priorities, in the context of the nation being in 
crisis and our contribution to this including in relation to specific sectors both with an environmental 
lens but also where security is given for example benefits to health.  
 
He confirmed that we will publish a statement about our focus and priorities at this time. This will come 
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back to the Board. 
Action: Chief Executive/Clerk to the Board 

 
The Board discussed looking at this again at a later date, when the whole approach may be different 
and we might respond to the environmental emergency as if it was a pandemic.  We can learn from 
what we are doing now.  The Board also discussed the structure of the document and made some 
suggestions.    
 
The Board noted the report and agreed it should not be published. 
 
10. Draft Annual Budget – STRAT 02/20 
 
Stuart McGregor introduced the item and highlighted that COVID-19 had impacted on plans including 
in respect of issuing Charging Scheme invoices in March 2020 rather than April 2020. He advised that 
the paper presented in February 2020 referred to a budget funding gap of £4.5m, more detail is now 
included. He confirmed that the Agency Management Team have been working with managers to 
progress delivery of the high-level actions outlined previously.  He drew the Boards attention to the 
pay remit, the reduction in non-pay costs, the increase to the general contingency, the risk 
assessments (Annex 3) and the uncertainties around COVID -19. 
 
The Board noted that they could not agree the budget, they could only agree it in principle.  
 
The Chief Executive described the new proposal around vacancies, confirmed that charging income is 
down and highlighted that Grant in Aid might go down.  He confirmed that a medium strategy including 
finance will come back to the Board, incorporating advice from Scottish Government.  

Action: Stuart McGregor/Clerk to the Board 
 
The Board discussed that the shortfall in income will not manifest in cash flow until later in the year 
and suggested this be monitored upfront, including looking at whether smaller businesses are able to 
pay in the next few months. 
 
In response to a question about whether we should continue with the increased charges, the Chief 
Executive proposed that we do following the ongoing dialogue that has taken place on this. 
 
In response to a question about individual reviews and in year savings, the Chief Executive advised 
that the current crisis will accelerate our ability to do things differently – generating the same outcomes 
in a different way.  
 
The Board noted the content of the report and agreed the proposals in principle. 
 
11. Pensions Update – STRAT 01/20 
 
Stuart McGregor introduced the item with Jennifer Welsh in attendance. He highlighted that there is a 
corporate risk around the deficit and that ways to tolerate it are being explored.  Nick Martin and Martin 
Hill have been involved in the previous discussions as Board Buddies and regular updates are now 
being given to the Audit Committee.  He confirmed that Jennifer Welsh is our representative on the 
Falkirk Pension Board. 
 
Jennifer Welsh advised that the market value of investments had been hit and that the deficit on the 
annual accounts will be higher. She provided detail on her thoughts in respect of the formal valuation 
and the accounting valuation and confirmed that a prudent approach was taken to the last formal 
valuation and our previous assumptions.   
 
She advised that progress is being made in relation to the climate change considerations and risks of 
where the pension lies. Falkirk Pension Scheme are actively working on this and although it is not 
clear where the base line lies in respect of the carbon risk it is going in the right direction.  
 
The Board noted that this was an excellent paper and useful for the Board to see on an annual basis. 
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Jennifer Welsh offered to discuss any aspects of it further outwith the meeting, particularly if the new 
Board members want to know more. 
 
The Board noted the report 
 
12. Update on Brexit Developments - Verbal 
 
Jo Green introduced the item with Bridget Marshall in attendance.  Bridget Marshall advised that the 
UK Withdrawal from the European Union (Continuity) (Scotland) Bill had been delayed as Parliament 
are not sitting as usual.  The Bill provides for the creation of Environmental Standards Scotland.  The 
powers go further than those of the European Commission so the position is not like for like.   She 
highlighted that she had attended a useful meeting with the Chair and Scottish Government.  
 
The Board discussed the concerns around the widening of powers, the fact that legal recourse goes 
two ways, it is not just for those concerned about the environment, and some of the practicalities. 
Bridget Marshall advised that the delay allows us to develop practical examples with Scottish 
Government. 
 
In response to a question around engagement, the Chair confirmed that Jo Green and Bridget 
Marshall had done a lot of work across Scotland.  Jo Green highlighted that Bridget Marshall had 
given evidence to a cross party group about this recently. 
 
The Board thanked Bridget Marshall for the update and asked to be kept informed. 
 
The Board noted the update. 
 
13. SEPA becoming a One Planet (net zero) Organisation - Presentation 
 
This item has been removed from today’s agenda due to resource constraints in respect of urgent 
COVID-19 work.  It will be revisited at a later date. 

Action: Fiona Martin/Fiona Mactaggart/Clerk to the Board 
 
The Board noted the update. 
 
14. Mossmorran Update - Presentation 
 
This item has been removed from today’s agenda due to resource constraints in respect of urgent 
COVID-19 work.  It will be revisited at a later date. 

Action: Ian Buchanan/Clerk to the Board 
 
The Board noted the update. 
 
15. Action Note 
 
The Clerk to the Board provided an update on the Action Note and advised: 
 
Action 50: The Board Yearly Planner is now an annex to the Board preparation paper that goes to 
AMT every month to ensure effective forward planning and the capturing of actions. The action is now 
closed. 
 
Action 85: A further update was provided on 10 December 2020.  This will come back to the Board in 
April 2020. The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 86: The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 96: More work is being undertaken in this area over the next year as we review regulatory 
process following the Compliance and Beyond restructure. The action is ongoing. 
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Action 98: This is planned as a Seminar Session on 28 April 2020. The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 99: Following the finalisation of the Annual Operating Plan, an engagement plan is being 
developed to support board engagement. This will come to next board meeting. The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 100: This was due to be included in the presentation on the agenda for the Strategy Board on 
24 March 2020 under SEPA becoming a One Planet (net zero) organisation. The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 101: This will be incorporated into the planning going forward. This is part of the Board planner 
that is . going as part of the Board preparation work to AMT (Action 50). The action is now closed. 
 
Action 102: A Deposit Return Scheme paper was on the Agenda for the Agency Board meeting on 18 
February 2020. It was agreed that John Kenny would discuss timings for coming back to the Board 
with Board Buddies. The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 104: This will be added to the Board planner. The action is ongoing. 
 
Action 105: This was spilt into two mini action. Both actions are ongoing. 
 
16.   Any Other Business 
 
The Board discussed the use of both intercall and Facetime and noted that although the hand icon in 
intercall was a good resource Facetime was the preferred option.  
 
17. Date and time of next meeting 
 
The Board noted that the next meeting would take place on 30 June 2020 at 1.00pm at the Angus 
Smith Building. 

 


