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ULSTER SUPPORTED EMPLOYMENT LIMITED

Minutes of a Meeting of the Board of Directors 
Wednesday 28th May 2025 at 10.00 am at Cambrai Street, Belfast

	1.
	In Attendance:
Mr W Leathem	Chairperson
Mrs S Wakfer	            Vice Chairperson
Mr R Donnelly	            Director 
Mr R Havlin		Director (until 12.25)
Ms E Finlay                 Director
Mrs M Corkey             Director 
Mr S Jackson	            CEO
Mr D Cowan		Head of Employment Services 
Ms N Donnelly	            Head of Operations
Ms R McCarthy           Head of Finance 

Present:
Ms R Smyth		Minute-taker / Company Secretary

Apologies:
Mr D Duffy sent his apologies.  The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting. 

	2.
	Declarations of Interest - None noted.

	3.
	Minutes and Actions

	3.1.
	Minutes of the previous meeting held on 30th April 2025
The minutes were approved with one minor amendment.  E Finlay proposed and M Corkey seconded. 

	3.2
	Matters Arising
There were no matters arising.

	3.3
	Action Log:  
It was agreed to close items 112, 117, 118, 119, 120, 121, 125, 128, 129, 131, 132.

	4.0 
	Written Procedures

	4.1
	Data Breach Internal Process & Sample Form.
The meeting agreed that the process presented was very thorough and evidenced good practice.  The Board extended their congratulations to D McGlade and L Beagan on their excellent recent exam results.

	4.2
	Some changes were suggested such as a means of capturing any lessons learnt and adaptions evidenced of those lessons. 
Action:  D McGlade

	5.0 
	Chair’s Report

	5.1
	The Chair reported to the meeting that the 1-2-1 with CEO is ongoing and the CEO’s EPR has been signed off.  The CEO will bring a presentation to the Board on his first twelve months in the role for the June meeting.

	5.2
	The Chair reported back on the special Board and ARAC meetings, together with a recent meeting of the Finance Committee.

	5.3
	The Chair updated the meeting on the Head of Operations recruitment exercise.

	5.4
	The Chair reported back on the recent Chair’s Forum event.
Action:  Chair to email presentation from the event to Board members. 

	5.5
	The Chair commented on the recent communications with Companies House and the Comptroller / Auditor General.  A draft letter to the C& AG was agreed and will be actioned after the meeting on 11th June between the CEO and C&AG. 

	5.6
	Finance Committee Report
R Havlin reported back on the recent meeting of the Finance Committee, stating that the proposed Reserves Policy had been reviewed at the meeting.  The Head of Finance explained that the level of cash reserves needs to be quantified for a period of 3 – 6 months and allocation ensured.  This will go before ARAC in June and then for Board approval and the level of cash reserves required within budget determined.  

	5.7
	ARAC Report
The Chair of ARAC gave an update on the recent meeting reporting on VAT treatment, communications with auditors and stated that the internal audit schedule will come to the next ARAC meeting in June. 

	5.8
	Report To Those Charged With Governance
The Head of Finance updated the meeting on the progress of the Report, stating further issues needed to be attended to but they were relatively minor.  She stated that the next step would be to send the Report to the Department and to be laid before the Assembly prior to forwarding to Companies House.  The members stipulated that there should be no deviation from the agreed audit schedule and updates on its progress must be given at each ARAC meeting.  

	5.9
	[bookmark: _Hlk200978676]Charity Status
The Chair stated he had discussions with another ALB and discussed charitable status.  The meeting briefly discussed the application of Charities SORP within the accounts.  The CEO and Head of Finance to follow up meeting with the Head of Finance counterpart at NMNI

	6.0
	Chief Executive’s Report 

	6.1
	Business Continuity Plan March
The CEO gave an update stating that a lot of work had gone into this, using a real-life example in addition to the test drill.  He praised the H&S Manager for her work on it and stated the Operations side of the business will be tested later in the year.  The meeting suggested a protocol be put in place for damage to equipment used when staff are working at home.

	6.2
	The CEO reported on the projected new build and stated that Belfast City Council Due Diligence Committee is ready to sign off and appoint a contractor as soon as the Annual Report and Accounts are finalised.  

	6.3
	The meeting requested that the CEO Report include a section on governance to communicate any strategic or emerging issues going forward.  The CEO concurred.

	6.4
	Belfast Business Promise Presentation
The CEO spoke to the presentation provided and stated the scheme would be good for tendering and networking opportunities.  

	7.0 
	Business Reports

	7.1 
	[bookmark: _Hlk200024311]Employment Services Report
The Head of Employment Services presented his report, providing an update on the Empower programme figures which show targets have been exceeded.  He provided details of a meeting with Innovation & Consultancy Services and gave an update on the Turnaround Project.  The meeting queried how progress was measured and what assurances can be given on progress.  The Head of Employment Services explained the milestones and targets used, stating that all the available spaces are constantly filled.  The CEO confirmed that appropriate physical capacity is an issue in relation to demand for the services and that conversations with Belfast Met continue in order to assist with this issue.  The Vice Chair requested a timeline. 
Action:  D Cowan to develop timeline for the Board for June. 

	7.2
	Skills for Work & Life
The Head of Employment Services provided details on the reduction in funded hours and outlined the difficulties in providing support for disabled clients on this level of funding.  The meeting queried how this can be aligned with the NI Skills Strategy and the long-term viability of the Disability Cafes.  

	7.3
	Cyber_Essentials_Plus 
The meeting were informed that the ICT team successfully achieved the Cyber Essentials Plus certification.  The Head of Employment Services praised the team for an excellent result.  

	7.4
	Operations Report

	7.4.1
	Recycling:  The Head of Operations gave an update on mattress recycling.  The meeting discussed various aspects of the operation on profitability, waste and environmental implications.  

	7.4.2
	The Head of Operations gave brief updates on engagement with potential new clients. 

	7.4.3
	The Fire Updates Report
This will be reviewed for the next Board meeting. 

	8.0
	Budget Report

	8.1 
	The Head of Finance presented the Budget Report to the meeting, talking through program budgets and updating the meeting on the pay remit.  The Vice-Chair queried the impact on equality and if Usel staff are being unfairly disadvantaged.  The meeting discussed if one protected group is more disadvantaged or if it affects all staff equally.  
The meeting queried the balancing of the budget.  The CEO stated it is hoped the budget will be balanced this year, but this will be challenging due to programme closures, commenting that these cannot now be relied upon.  R Donnelly queried the structured process for fixed costs.  The CEO responded that the baseline commercial review is being expedited.  The Head of Finance stated that a 3–5-year profiling exercise is planned which should provide more detail.  The Head of ES commented that it is difficult to be agile without the use of associates for short term programs. 
The Chair commented that in addition to the baseline review, an organisational review will also take place and that the Board is aware of and understands the imperatives and will continue to declare the pressure.  He expressed his comfort that that this has been scrutinised to the highest level.  R Donnelly queried the recovery plan, stating that key pressures need to be identified and imperatives for responding including key target dates to inform the scope of recovery.  

	8.1.1
	The Board approved the 2025/26 budget under caveats, acknowledging the scale of the financial pressures ahead. It agreed to review the budget pressure position quarterly as part of its forward work plan. The CEO and SMT are actively working to reduce budget pressures through targeted cost controls, income generation, and careful prioritisation of resources in year. Board members raised the need for clear visibility on any emerging in-year risks and requested regular assurance on USEL’s ability to meet its statutory obligations, maintain frontline services, and stay within the financial control limits set by the sponsor department. The Board also highlighted the importance of protecting service delivery, keeping the Sponsor Branch appropriately informed, and ensuring cashflow remains stable throughout the year.
The Board approved the budget unanimously.  Pension Option 2 was also approved unanimously.  

	8.2
	Business Case Test Drill Results

	
	The Head of Finance reported on a test drill conducted on business cases following comments from the previous month’s Board meeting and stated that remedies have been actioned.  The tracker presented examines Usel’s internal processes. 
The Chair queried the use of business case templates in line with the new procurement rules.  The Head of Finance explained that the most appropriate templates will be used, and separate training will be held on procurement.  She provided an update on recruitment for procurement.  
The meeting discussed the process, and the progress made generally.  
It was agreed to bring the test drill to the Board as a standing item.  

	9.00
	Annual Report & RTTCWG Action Tracker
The Head of Finance presented the action tracker but stated that it is currently in draft form and will not be finalised until the final version of the report has been received.  The meeting agreed they were happy with the current format and would look at in more detail once the final report is received.  

	10.0
	Pension Recovery - Employer Contribution Structure for the 2024 Actuarial Valuation
Covered above at item 8.   

	11.0
	Strategic Risk Register
The CEO commented on updates to the register and stated that pensions has been removed as there is no current risk due to the mitigation.  This will be reviewed in the future.  The meeting accepted the Register. 
Action:  CEO to add in SRR 10.  

	12.0
	Staff Survey (Draft)
The CEO presented the draft Staff Survey which has been reduced in size and complexity.  The meeting briefly discussed how it would be rolled out to all staff and the level of trust staff feel in its confidentiality.  It was also noted that staff need to see that their feedback is taken on board and results in change.   

	13.0
	Matters to Note

	13.1
	Declaration of Interests Register
R Smyth stated this is now complete and requested other outstanding forms to be sent through as soon as possible.
Action:  All members / SMT

	14.0
	Any Other Business
There was no other business

	15.0
	Date of Next Meeting – Wednesday 25th June 2025 at 10 am
The meeting agreed to cancel the July Board meeting and organise a workshop on the 6th August 2025 instead. Action:  R Smyth to reorganise diary and make the arrangements.
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Signed as approved.  William Leathem, Chair 
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