Food Standards Agency
Business Committee Meeting – 5 December 2018

FSA 18-12-15

MINUTES OF THE FSA BUSINESS COMMITTEE MEETING HELD ON 19
SEPTEMBER 2018
Radisson Blu Hotel, Cardiff
Present:
Heather Hancock, Chair; Laura Sandys, Deputy Chair; David Brooks; Rosie
Glazebrook; Stewart Houston; Ruth Hussey; Colm McKenna; Mary Quicke; Stuart
Reid; Paul Williams.
Officials attending:
Catherine Bowles - Deputy Director - EU Exit, Regulatory & International Strategy
Jason Feeney - Chief Executive
Chris Hitchen - Director of Finance and Performance
Maria Jennings - Director of Northern Ireland, People and Organisational Change
Julie Pierce - Director of Openness, Data and Digital
Guy Poppy - Chief Scientific Adviser
Nina Purcell - Director of Wales and Regulatory Delivery Division
Colin Sullivan - Chief Operating Officer
Steve Wearne (by video link) - Director of Policy
Jane Ince - Science Impact & Skills Lead
Noel Sykes - FOI, Complaints & Transparency Manager
Apologies:
Rod Ainsworth – Director of Regulatory & Legal Strategy Directorate
WELCOME AND ANNOUNCEMENTS
1.

The Chair welcomed everyone to the Business Committee meeting and noted
Rod Ainsworth’s apologies, explaining that Catherine Bowles was attending the
Business Committee in his absence.

MINUTES OF MEETING HELD ON 20 June 2018 (FSA 18-09-14)
2.

The Committee accepted the Minutes of the June Business Committee as an
accurate record of their discussion.

ACTIONS ARISING
3.

There were no comments on the Actions Arising from the June Business
Committee.
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REPORT TO THE BUSINESS COMMITTEE (FSA 18/09/03)
4.

The Chair invited the Chief Executive to present his report to the Committee.

5.

The Chief Executive summarised the listeria incident outlined on the first page
of his report to the committee. He emphasised the scale of the incident and
confirmed that the outbreak was traced to a freezing plant in Hungary.

6.

Stuart Reid, wished to revisit a point he made during the morning session
regarding the Board’s standing orders. He clarified that he was not questioning
the assignment of the task, but rather why the Chair was expected to schedule
the year’s meetings by Easter, a moving deadline. The Chair noted Stuart’s
point and agreed to amend the standing orders accordingly if Board members
were content. The Board members agreed this change.

ACTION 1 - Private Office to Amend the Board standing orders accordingly
7.

In response to concerns raised by Stuart Reid about the diversity in the
membership of the AMR task and finish group, the Chair identified the FSA’s
Diversity Council as a mechanism for ensuring diversity is considered when
setting up working groups. The FSA Science, Evidence and Research division
is looking at improvements to the recruitment process for the scientific advisory
councils which ought also to deliver greater diversity. The Chief Executive
agreed that the FSA’s diversity in areas other than gender could be stronger
and that work needed to be done over the next 2-3 years to get diversity more
engrained within the FSA. Laura Sandys suggested that the FSA first looks at
what a good culture means before looking at how to create a culture of diversity
within it.

8.

Turning to EU exit, Mary Quicke asked how the FSA is communicating pre and
post exit expectations to businesses. In accordance with central government,
the Chief Executive explained that the FSA is issuing technical notices to
businesses and are regularly meeting with stakeholders to discuss exit.
Catherine Bowles, Deputy Director of Regulatory and Legal Strategy, added
that non-disclosure agreements are unhelpful and limit the quality of some
conversations with stakeholders. The Committee noted the restraint caused by
the non-disclosure agreements and encouraged the FSA to start advising
business on areas where information can be shared in the right context. Maria
Jennings, Director of Northern Ireland, People and Organisational Change,
raised concerns from industry regarding labelling and if and how this may differ
across the four countries of the United Kingdom but noted that the phased
release of technical notices will help clarify. The Chair asked Catherine if there
was an indication of when the technical notices would be issued. Catherine
responded that it would be soon but that no detail was known at the moment.
The Chair proposed that she write to Ministers to press the need for the FSA to
take the steps discussed and the need for clarity to enable confident decision
making.
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Stewart Houston informed the Committee of two points. First, he summarised
the work of an active action group trying raise the plight of smaller abattoirs and
blaming their decline on the cost of regulation. Then, he summarised the rise in
reports of African Swine Fever in eastern European countries and that DEFRA
have increased the corresponding risk level from low to medium. Stewart
suggested that the FSA contact DEFRA to see what lessons can be learnt from
their recent work identifying infected imports. In response, Colin Sullivan, Chief
Operating Officer, confirmed that the FSA Incidents team are aware of the
African Swine Fever outbreak and are already working with DEFRA on the
issue. Julie Pierce, Director of Openness, Data and Digital, also informed the
Committee that work is underway to investigate this real-time example to
identify whether there were any indicators that could have pre-empted the
outbreak.

SCIENCE UPDATE 2018 (FSA 18/09/17)
10. The Chair invited Steve Wearne, Director of Policy and Science, Michael Wight,
Director of Policy, and Jane Ince, Science Impact & Skills Lead, to present their
report to the Committee, summarising science achievements, spend and
capability over the past year. The Chair noted that whilst the report asked the
Business Committee to discuss the advice of the Science Council. However,
since the Science Council report on capability and capacity wasn’t included in
the papers, the Board will discuss at the December meeting.
11. Steve commented on expenditure trends from the past year, noting that
external science spend has stabilised and there has been an increase in cofunded projects. He then summarised some of the successful scientific work
the FSA has supported over the past year. Steve finished with reference to the
FSA’s continued work looking to measure the quality, relevance and impact of
the FSA’s science and drew the Committee’s attention to Annexe 1 of his
report, which outlined the impact FSA science has had in the last year.
12. In stating that the FSA is increasingly focussing on science that can lead to
impact, Guy Poppy, Chief Scientific Adviser, also summarised the benefits of
co-funded research. Paul Williams welcomed the work on developing indices
to value the FSA’s work. In response to Mary Quicke’s query as to whether the
FSA intends to increase funding of near market science in future, The CSA
outlined that the UK government is looking to increase the percentage of GDP it
spends on science and that is being targeted towards production challenges.
13. In welcoming the paper, Colm McKenna questioned how the FSA is both
relying more on science and data but also appear to be spending less on
scientific activity. He noted it would be good to show the public the outputs and
value generated from co-funded work. Guy Poppy agreed that spending was
less but assured the Committee that the quality and impact of science within
the FSA was increasing and better value for money was being found. The
Page 3 of 6

Food Standards Agency
Business Committee Meeting – 5 December 2018

FSA 18-12-15

Chair agreed and outlined the importance of looking at desired impact before
looking at methods and spending, noting that it is the impact of science, and not
the total amount spent, that is key.
14. Michael Wight added that the next priority will be getting structures in place to
map internal science capability and science spend on new routes to market
post EU Exit. He summarised some of the positive impacts the Science
Council has had on capability and assurance within the FSA and confirmed the
Committee will see more on this in a paper to be discussed at the December
meeting.
15. The Chair concluded by noting that the Committee would look to determine the
balance of spending priorities when agreeing the 2019/20 business plan, early
next year.
PERFORMANCE AND RESOURCES REPORT Q1 2018/19 (FSA 18/09/18)
16. The Chair invited Chris Hitchen, Director of Finance and Performance, to
present his report to the Committee.
17. Chris highlighted two points from the report – the ROF and EU Exit milestones
included in the report and the addition of targets and ambitions to the report
structure. He referred to slide 17 of the presentation, indicating an overspend
on EU Exit. However, due to new information relating to Local Authority bids,
this is now also within spending limits. To close, Chris stated that all FSA
spending for the year is on track.
18. Laura Sandys raised two questions. First, she wished to know if the FSA has
considered what contingency needs to be put in place if work is needed to fill
unforeseen gaps caused by the TRACES software, and secondly, referring to
the corporate plan section looking at preparing for all scenarios, Laura noted
that the July-September entry lists a lot of milestones, which have not quite
been reached yet and wanted clarity on the progress.
19. In response to the first question, Chris noted Laura’s point and hoped that the
FSA would cover any additional cost as part of the existing envelope of funding.
However, if not, the FSA would need to approach the Treasury to have a
discussion around additional funding.
20. The Chief Executive addressed the Deputy Chair’s second question by
confirming that the FSA is about 4 weeks behind where they would like to be by
the end of September.
21. The Chair raised concerns that the operations slide shows the FSA has more
leavers than joiners. Maria Jennings informed the Committee that the figures
are due to the timing of the report and there are currently several recruitment
exercises underway within the FSA. These will be reflected in the next
quarter’s report.
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22. Referring to slide 16, Rosie Glazebrook welcomed the direction of travel
regarding numbers of working days lost being below the Civil Service average
and the drop in long-term and short-term absence. The Chair, aware of the
inevitable pressures being caused by the EU Exit workload, asked to hear
feedback on what the FSA is doing to support the resilience of the workforce
through this period. The Chief Executive’s response focussed on the ASPIRE
values embedded amongst the workforce and the ‘Our Ways Of Working’
programme which provides staff with as much flexibility as possible. He
highlighted efforts to create a culture where colleagues can raise the issue if
their workloads become too much and noted that where necessary, recruitment
is being used to bring in additional short-term resource to supplement existing
capacity. The Chair agreed and added that the Board would support the FSA
executive adapting service standards in some areas to accommodate additional
workload on EU Exit.
23. Catherine Bowles, Deputy Director of Regulatory and Legal Strategy, expanded
with a summary of the work to encourage the FSA to be mindful of their
wellbeing and use their annual leave entitlements when possible to recharge.

ANNUAL FREEDOM OF INFORMATION (FOI) AND WHISTLEBLOWING UPDATE
(FSA 18/09/19)
24. The Chair invited Noel Sykes, FOI, Complaints & Transparency Manager, to
present his report to the Committee.
25. Noel Sykes summarised that the report covers the three main areas of his
portfolio – FOI, external complaints and internal whistleblowing – and how
important these three topics are to the FSA. He highlighted that the statistics
show the FSA’s response to all three of the above are improving and show the
FSA is committed to dealing with issues effectively. Noel also informed the
Committee that the FSA’s Executive Management Team have committed to a
continuous improvement review of the complaints handling process. Work is
also underway to improve the confidence of staff in the whistleblowing process.
26. Colm McKenna asked that the Committee is regularly updated on the FSA’s
whistleblowing processes and also noted that the Committee should test the
systems to ensure a good understanding amongst staff of how the system
works.
27. Rosie Glazebrook, noted that only 67% of staff were confident in the
whistleblowing process and wanted to hear what the FSA are doing to increase
the levels of confidence. In response, Noel explained that recent internal
campaigns have focussed on increasing awareness of the complaints
procedure and data shows that this has increased awareness. Moving forward,
based on People Survey data the FSA will run focussed campaigns and target
groups of staff who have low levels of confidence is the process.
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28. Turning to Freedom of Information, Catherine Bowles asked to hear how the
FSA is preparing for a likely increase in demand for FOI responses. Noel
responded in two parts – first explaining that a briefing cell had been set up to
process FOIs likely to come as a result of technical notices, and secondly
explaining that, in the long term, the FSA will be increasing the level of FOI
capacity within the FSA and training staff to handle requests.
29. The Chair thanked Noel for his paper and presentation and noted that there
were no further comments.
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