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Summary Minutes of the 108th Meeting of the AHDB Board, held on Tuesday 24 March 2026 at 8.30am in the Bannock Room, Scotland Food & Drink, Edinburgh
Meeting Attendance
	Name
	Role

	PRESENT
	

	Emily Norton (EN)
	Chair

	Stephen Briggs (SB)
	Vice Chair and Chair, Cereals and Oilseeds Sector Council

	Colin Bateman (CB)
	Chair, Beef & Lamb Sector Council

	Lyndon Edwards (LE)
	Chair, Dairy Sector Council

	Graeme Jack (GJ)
	Independent Board Member

	Catherine MacKenzie (CM)
	Independent Board Member

	Glen Nimmo (GN)
	Chair, Pork Sector Council

	Sarah Pumfrett (SP)
	Independent Board Member

	IN ATTENDANCE
	

	Will Armitage (WA)
	Deputy Director of Strategic Planning and Performance, Defra

	David Wilford (DW)
	Head of AHDB Sponsorship, Arable and Horticulture Sectors, Defra

	Ken Boyns (KB) (Items 8.2, 8.3 & 8.4)
	Centre of Excellence Director

	Paul Flanagan (PF) (Items 8.1 and 8.2)
	Dairy Sector Director

	Mike Gooding MG) (Item 8.2)
	Interim Cereals & Oilseeds Director

	Mark Haighton (MH) (Item 8.2)
	Pork Sector Director

	Helen Herniman (HH)
	Chief Executive

	Tony Holmes (TH)
	Finance & Operations Director

	Will Jackson (WJ) (Item 8.2)
	Market Development & Communications Director

	Rebecca Loveday (RL)
	Company Secretary & Governance Director

	Rachael Madeley-Davies (RMD) (Item 8.4)
	Head of Environment - Technical

	Adam Short (AS) (Item 8.3)
	Associate Director – Data Programmes

	Roseanne Thomas (RT) (Item 8.1)
	Communications Director

	Alison Thomas (AT) 
	Executive Assistant





Minutes

Welcome and Introductions
The Chair opened the meeting by thanking Board members for attending the previous evening’s dinner, noting it had provided a valuable opportunity for engagement with several Scottish stakeholders. She also expressed appreciation to Scotland Food & Drink for hosting the meeting. 
It was noted that this would be the final Board meeting for Sarah Pumfrett and David Wilford, and the Chair welcomed Will Armitage as DW’s successor to his first meeting.
The Board consented to the meeting being recorded solely to support the preparation of minutes. The recording would be deleted once the minutes were finalised, with the approved minutes constituting the formal record.
Apologies for Absence
Apologies for absence were received from Liz Hayward, Head of HR. 
Declarations of Interest
The following declarations were made:
· Stephen Briggs – Board member, Rural Payments Agency 
· Emily Norton – Member, Climate Change Committee
· Tony Holmes – Trustee, HGCA and MLC Pension Schemes
· Glen Nimmo – Trustee, MLC Pension Scheme
· Catherine MacKenzie – Chair, Plant Varieties & Seeds Tribunal
No other new declarations of interest were made.
Minutes of the Meeting held on 27 January 2026
SB requested that reference to the DGP not proceeding without UK Innovate grant funding be removed.
Minutes to be amended to reflect that the four Sector Councils had come together as a group during preparations for the Shape the Future campaign.
Subject to these revisions being made, the minutes of the Board meeting held on 27 January 2026 were approved.  
Matters Arising from the Meeting held on 27 January 2026
RL delivered a verbal report regarding the progress of action items, confirming that most had been completed or would be addressed later in the agenda. The Chair requested feedback on any outstanding issues from the previous meeting that were not scheduled for discussion elsewhere in the agenda.
SP raised concerns about AHDB's technical non‑compliance with the Cereals & Oilseeds administration levy deduction, questioning the risk of account qualification and issues with the Annual Report. The Executive acknowledged ongoing non‑compliance but stated that legal advice supported that the active efforts to resolve the issue underway would serve as a defence.
A timetable and action plan were in place; compliance was expected after 30 June with AIC cooperation. If not, the 3.28% deduction would be removed from 1 July and a new model introduced promptly. The Board discussed stakeholder management, deadlines, the process and potential challenges from levy payers.
The Board requested formal documentation of the associated risk and regular updates from the Executive, given the significance of the issue to the Cereals & Oilseeds sector.

Action: HH to keep the Board regularly updated on progress towards compliance and engagement with AIC
Action: RL to update the corporate risk register to document risks, including potential for qualification of accounts and stakeholder risks
Chair Update
Presenter: Emily Norton
The Chair outlined significant external engagement, including constructive discussions with Defra officials. Notably, a meeting with Minister Eagle addressed AHDB’s role in providing timely market information amid the Middle East conflict. This occasion also enabled the AHDB Statutory Instrument (SI) issue to be raised. General support for updating the SI was established, contingent on confirmation of levy payer sentiment, and it was agreed that targeted correspondence would follow to formally demonstrate endorsement for the potential levy ceiling increase.
Sector visits and external events had included attendance at the Isle of Wight Farming Conference and NFU Conference, which had both provided useful insight into industry mood.
Board recruitment continued to move forward, with three appointable candidates awaiting ministerial approval. The Chair recorded her thanks to panel members Gill Laishley and David Catlow for their support with the interview process.
Early findings from the Board Effectiveness Review were positive and would inform planned improvement work in May. 
The Chair also highlighted the success of the recent US trade mission, noting excellent delivery by the export and trade teams and strengthened relationships with government and international partners.
Defra / Government Update
Presenter: David Wilford & Will Armitage
The Board received an update on recent structural changes within Defra, including the transition of functions into a centralised Farming Policy Directorate and confirmation of continuing sponsorship arrangements. Progress on Board appointments was noted, alongside approval of the 2026/27 marketing plans and horticulture residual levy expenditure. Defra outlined current supply‑chain pressures, highlighted upcoming policy publications, and emphasised the importance of constructive partnership working with AHDB as work progresses on the Farm Profitability Review, the Farming Roadmap and the Food & Farming Partnership Board.
CEO Update
Presenter: Helen Herniman
AHDB staff members departed the meeting to enable a closed session between the Board and the Chief Executive Officer.
STRATEGIC PLANNING AND FOCUS AREAS
Strategic Planning Update
Presenter: Paul Flanagan & Roseanne Thomas
PF and RT presented the AHDB communications and engagement strategy, outlining a phased plan: first aligning leadership, Sector Councils, and the Board internally, then engaging levy payers, and finally reaching out to the wider industry. The plan stressed that internal stakeholders should become advocates before external communication, with clear timelines for each phase.
Improved and consistent stakeholder management was required, and RT was leading efforts to enhance internal comms and advocacy. The strategy would include regular evaluation and feedback mechanisms to ensure ongoing alignment and build trust with both internal and external stakeholders.
Following the presentation, the Board confirmed its broad support for the direction of travel but emphasised some key points, including:
AHDB needed a clear explanation of its purpose, goals, and how plans connect, especially before engaging with levy payers.
· The plan should align strategy, delivery, and budgeting, presenting AHDB consistently to levy payers.
· Activities should be prioritised and sequenced, including identifying what AHDB will discontinue as well as new actions.
· The need for the organisation to ensure it has the appropriate skills and capability in place to deliver the plan.
The Board supported the proposal that there must be focus on internal alignment in April-May before more active engagement with levy payers and emphasised that colleagues across AHDB must be confident in the messaging before it was shared externally.
The plan to bring a clearer strategic framework back to the Board in May was welcomed and it was noted that the discussion at that time should consider long-term priorities, and discussion around the choices and trade-offs needed to ensure that the plan is both realistic and appropriately resourced.
Action: PF to bring a strategic planning framework to the Board in May
Annual Business Plan and Sector Updates
Presenter: Helen Herniman and the Leadership Team
The Board received an update on the Annual Business Plan, noting progress on many of the activities. Sector updates highlighted varying market conditions and activity linked to market insight, export development and stakeholder engagement. The Board discussed the need to ensure sector priorities remained aligned to the Business Plan and emphasised the importance of clear sequencing, realistic workload planning and continued collaboration between teams.
Halal references in the Beef sector update were addressed, with the need for clear terminology between market certification and animal welfare highlighted. WJ confirmed that a cross‑organisation working group was reviewing these issues and would report to the Sector Council. The Board noted the sensitivity and agreed AHDB’s role should be clearly defined, likely focusing on providing information or facilitating discussions.
In response to a question on Sanitary and Phytosanitary negotiations with the EU and permissibility of gene-editing, Defra advised that negotiations remained ongoing but could not confirm outcomes at this stage. It was noted that representations have been made in areas of potential divergence and that AHDB could support the process by providing evidence on the impact for its sectors.
Farm Data Exchange
Presenter: Ken Boyns and Adam Short
KB commenced the Farm Data Exchange (FDE) item by emphasising its strategic importance, urging the Board to review the Proof of Concept (PoC) findings within the context of prevailing industry developments and AHDB’s evolving role in data governance. He acknowledged the work of AS and his team for their effective execution of the PoC and expressed appreciation to the Board and Sector Councils for their continued support of the initiative.
AS delivered an overview of the PoC outcomes, highlighting successful data integration for 17 farmers across core sources, strong farmer trust (average rating: 6.9/10), and a system that ensures data transparency and user control. The project was completed ahead of schedule and below budget, evidencing both technical and operational feasibility.
Subsequent steps would involve preparing a comprehensive business case, clarifying governance structures, exploring funding avenues, and ensuring alignment with broader cross-industry efforts. The Board’s discussion underscored the necessity for robust business justification, governance for post-farmer data management, regulatory compliance, demonstrable value for levy payers, and sector-wide coordination to mitigate duplication. Concerns regarding sustainable funding prompted consensus that external funding options, including Defra, should be explored.
The Board acknowledged the substantial potential of FDE but agreed that progress should be contingent upon the development of a thorough business case encompassing benefits, governance, risks, costs, and ownership. The detailed business case would be submitted to the Board for review at a future meeting.
Action: AS to submit a thorough business case for FDE for the Board’s review at a future meeting
Red Tractor (RT) & Farm Assurance Review (FAR) Update
Presenter: Ken Boyns and Rachael Madeley-Davies
KB provided an update on progress with RT and the FAR, noting that this was for information and that no decisions were sought at this stage. Overall progress was reported as positive, with encouraging feedback from other RT scheme owners and preparations underway for a meeting with them scheduled for 22 April.
It was noted that the principal challenge remained within the cereals and oilseeds assurance work, where resource constraints and strained industry relationships had placed delivery under pressure. Management confirmed that additional focus and resource were being applied, including PMO support and targeted senior engagement, to stabilise delivery and repair relationships.
The Board emphasised the critical importance of early, consistent and coordinated communication with industry stakeholders, highlighting the risk that delays or inconsistencies could create a vacuum for negative commentary. Management confirmed that a consolidated communications plan was now in place, with improved coordination between sector and corporate communications teams, and regular oversight meetings established.
Concerns were raised about the reputational and political sensitivity of international assurance comparison work, noting the risk that such evidence could be misused by stakeholders and might not deliver tangible market outcomes. Members reflected on past experience, observing that while comparative evidence could be informative, it had not always led to meaningful change.
The Board recognised that work in this area was currently in a firefighting phase, which was placing pressure on resources, but noted management’s intent to refocus on delivery quality, relationship management and clarity of purpose. It was agreed that the strategic question of how AHDB should best support levy payers in addressing lower‑standard imports was broader than assurance alone and warranted further consideration.
Digital Grain Passport (DGP) Update
Presenter: Stephen Briggs & Mike Gooding
MG provided a verbal update on the DGP. He confirmed that the consortium agreement was now in the final stages of legal review and that two potential funding routes were being explored in parallel: grant funding from Innovate UK and a public procurement route.
He noted that Innovate UK’s scope may not fully align with the DGP. A meeting later in the week would provide clarity and if Innovate UK support was unlikely, AHDB would move forward with the procurement approach.
SB highlighted ongoing difficulties in securing funding and stressed the need for outside support. He mentioned that some parts of the industry would rather see another organisation take charge of developing the system and suggested that assistance from Defra officials might help expand Innovate UK's focus to include technology relevant to the food chain. Stephen further remarked that, if Innovate UK funding was unavailable, AHDB might have to quickly seek alternative sources of funding.
MG and SB acknowledged the need to clarify the long-term operating model and noted that ongoing operational costs should not fall entirely on the Cereals & Oilseeds sector. They pointed out that Defra might be asked to consider loan-type options or early-stage project support if initial construction costs are separated from future running expenses.
Board members discussed the importance of creating a sustainable funding approach, recognising that AHDB cannot cover ongoing operational costs alone. They highlighted the necessity of establishing clear system ownership for the long term, avoiding open-ended obligations for AHDB, and supported exploring government backing such as loan-based solutions. The Board concluded that moving forward would require a strong business case and an effective governance structure before any construction is authorised.
PEOPLE
Employee Engagement Update
Presenter: Tony Holmes
The Board received an early, high‑level update on the March employee engagement survey, which repeated the September questions and achieved a strong response rate (86%). 
Results showed a slight improvement in overall engagement, with 2.2 engaged employees for every disengaged employee (up from 2.1), though headline scores remained broadly unchanged. Strengths continued to lie in perceptions of care and commitment to quality, while persistently low scores were noted around clarity of expectations and opportunities to do one’s best. It was confirmed that the full survey analysis would be completed shortly and shared with the Board, and that this would feed into ongoing organisational work on leadership, capability and culture.
The Board expressed concern at the scale of disengagement and the lack of clear progress since September, emphasising the need to understand what would meaningfully bring about improvement. Members highlighted the importance of clear action plans, better benchmarking, clearer KPIs and improved reporting (including clearer separation of fixed‑term contracts), alongside stronger delivery focus. 
Recruitment capability, skills gaps and retention were raised as ongoing risks, with the Board agreeing that improvements must be driven urgently through maintained focus on this work. 
CM expressed ongoing concerns about recruitment and skills, citing previous process failures and a lack of sustained progress. Risks in hiring the best available candidates instead of those most suited leading to continued skills gaps were highlighted. Greater clarity on when and how recruitment improvements would be implemented and linked to the People Plan and forthcoming HR policies was requested. Management acknowledged shortcomings in attracting candidates and recruitment materials, but noted some changes were being made and lessons had been learned from recent hires, which would support further improvement. 
Action: TH to share the full survey analysis with the Board once completed and provide a clear action plan, linking proposed activities to measurable outcomes.
Action: TH to ensure future reporting shows whether previous engagement‑related actions have been implemented and whether they have improved underlying scores.
Action: TH to provide clearer reporting on turnover, including separation of fixed‑term and permanent staff to ensure accurate interpretation of workforce stability.
Action: TH to provide clarity on when and how improvements to recruitment will be implemented
HR Report
Presenter: Tony Holmes
The report was taken as read. No questions were raised.


Health & Safety / Facilities Update
Presenter: Tony Holmes
The Board noted the Health & Safety report, received for information, and welcomed its significant improvement and broader focus. It was pleased to learn of the establishment of a sub‑group to address concerns raised at the January meeting.
CB questioned whether AHDB HQ had a defibrillator. [Post meeting note: it has been confirmed since the meeting that it does]. The Board raised further concerns about first-aid capacity and the availability of trained staff, particularly on days when the building occupancy was low (e.g. Fridays).
Action: TH to review and assess options for improving first‑aid provision at HQ
FINANCIAL & MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTS
Finance Report
Presenter: Tony Holmes
The Board noted the Finance Report, which was received for information, and discussed the current forecast position, including continued underspend against budget.
Members expressed concern that persistent underspending risks under‑delivery for levy payers and may indicate weaknesses in budget estimation rather than efficiency gains.
The Board discussed the use of three‑point budget estimation as a potential means of improving forecasting accuracy and reducing the need for embedded contingency.
It was noted that unspent funds remain within sector reserves and that timing issues, particularly around marketing and export activity, could constrain in‑year reallocation.
The Board emphasised the importance of distinguishing between true efficiencies, timing slippage, and non‑delivery, and requested deeper analysis of underspends to inform future budgeting and value‑for‑money decisions.
Members highlighted that static levy income, combined with inflationary pressures, present a growing challenge and reinforced the need to increase non‑levy income to support future delivery.
The Executive confirmed that improving financial agility, strengthening links between budgets and strategic delivery plans, and exploring opportunities for additional income generation would remain priorities.
Action: TH to review 2025/26 workstream underspends to understand whether they arise from timing slippage, efficiency saving or non-delivery of planned activity
Action: TH to consider adopting three-point budget estimation to improve forecasting accuracy and reduce persistent underspend
AHDB Budget 2026/27, 2027/28 and 2028/29
Presenter: Tony Holmes
The Board reviewed the proposed three-year budget and acknowledged that each of the four Sector Councils had given their approval. The Board formally endorsed the budgets as presented, with the understanding that, although the budget is satisfactory, forecasts should be regarded as instruments to support delivery, control, and accountability rather than merely sources of reassurance.
Concern was raised that previously agreed efficiency objectives (including those under Fund the Future) had not been consistently monitored or evidenced, reinforcing the need for a smaller number of clear, measurable KPIs to demonstrate efficiency and value. 
The Board discussed the wider strategic challenge of static levy income against rising costs and questioned whether AHDB is clear on its long‑term ambition to grow, shrink or reshape the organisation.
The Executive highlighted progress on efficiency initiatives, including anti‑bureaucracy work and process improvement activity, while acknowledging capability gaps and the need for further development. 
The Board noted early successes in securing external funding and commissioned work, but emphasised that AHDB must become more commercial and could not rely on levy income alone. Noting inflationary pressures represent a material risk to future delivery, CB requested that a clear plan and timeline for additional (non‑levy) income generation be brought back to the Board, with named accountability. 
HH accepted the need for greater clarity and pace, indicating this would be progressed as part of broader strategic and financial planning, and agreed to provide a report to the Board to include a plan and timeline at its July meeting.
Action: HH to progress work on additional (non-levy) income generation and report to the Board with a clear plan and timeline presented at the July meeting
Pensions
HGCA Trustee Remuneration
Presenter: Tony Holmes
The Board considered and approved the HGCA Pension Scheme Trustees’ proposal that annual remuneration for Trustee Directors should remain unchanged for the next 3 years.
It was agreed that the Chair would sign the Trustee Remuneration Fee Policy.
Action: TH to arrange for Chair to sign the Trustee Remuneration Fee Policy
MLC Discretionary Increase Request
Presenter: Tony Holmes
GN and TH both declared conflicts of interest as trustees of the pension scheme, limiting the advice available to the Board.
The Board discussed the request from the Scheme Trustees for a discretionary pension increase above standard uplifts. It was noted that any discretionary increase would be unbudgeted and would have a material impact on sector work programmes.
The Board was advised that the scheme meets its statutory obligations and that there was no requirement to approve a discretionary uplift.
Members agreed there was insufficient justification to support the request and that approval would not be appropriate. A suitable response declining the request would be sent to the Trustees of the Scheme.
The Board noted the need to ensure future pension advice arrangements avoid conflicts of interest.
Action: TH to arrange for a response declining the request to be sent to the Trustees of the MLC Pension Scheme
Action: HH/RL to consider governance arrangements for pension matters to ensure the Board can receive independent, unconflicted advice where conflicts of interest arise


HGCA Valuation Update
Presenter: Tony Holmes
TH provided an update on negotiations with the HGCA Pension Scheme Trustees regarding administration costs and reported that the Trustees had agreed to contribute towards scheme administration costs, funded from scheme assets. 
GN clarified that the contribution would represent a swing in the reserves and not an increase in the pension deficit. This was confirmed by TH.
Following discussion of associated risks, including asset disposal and future valuations, the Board approved acceptance of the Trustees’ proposal as set out in the paper and authorised TH to sign‑off the valuation surplus and all associated papers for submission to The Pension Regulator.
GOVERNANCE
Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee (ARAC) - F.I.O
Presenter: Sarah Pumfrett
The Board reviewed ARAC activities, recognising both challenges and progress in audit and risk improvements. EN thanked outgoing ARAC Chair, SP, for her significant contribution, noting a new Chair had yet to be appointed and that interim measures might be needed given the audit cycle's timing. The Board acknowledged that specific qualifications were required for the role and agreed this remained a priority until a new appointment was confirmed.
Risk Management
Presenter: Rebecca Loveday
The Board noted the report and no specific comments or questions were raised.
Freedom of Information Update (for information only)
Presenter: Rebecca Loveday
The Board noted the FOI update and discussed record retention and back-up arrangements. It was clarified that retention policies addressed FOI/GDPR requirements while data resilience was managed through rolling back-ups.
Concern was raised that secure deletion may not take effect until back-ups expire (up to 18 months), which was noted as a risk management issue for further technical consideration. 
The Board suggested that it would be helpful to have clearer upfront identification of FOI‑exempt material, including the possible use of cover sheets to indicate exemption or deferred publication.
Stakeholder Feedback and Complaints
Presenter: Rebecca Loveday
Richard Bryan, Qa Research, joined the meeting to present findings of the latest AHDB Customer Insight Measure. It was noted that members had not had sufficient time to review the research findings and agreed that detailed discussion should be deferred to a future meeting. 
Early indications from the research suggested low morale and resignation across the industry, which should be considered in AHDB communications and engagement.
The Chair thanked RB for the work undertaken and looked forward to receiving more detail when the item was rescheduled.
Action: AHDB Customer Insight Measure 2025 findings to be presented to the Board at a future meeting
Any Other Business and meeting close
CB was delighted to see that Marco Winters had received the Sir John Hammond Award (jointly with Professor Mike Coffey).
There was acknowledgement that other members of AHDB staff had received recognition for their work, including nominations for the Women in Agriculture Awards, with a request made by the Board that these be appropriately recognised internally. HH confirmed that the successes would be celebrated with all staff at Share the News.
The Chair reminded Board members of the proposal to bring Sector Councils together for a future session. There was no objection to this, but it was emphasised by Sector Chairs that any such event must have a clear purpose and outcomes and respect the time commitment of Council Members.
SP shared feedback she had received following the previous evening’s dinner stating that whilst stakeholders had reacted positively to AHDB’s presence in Scotland, some were disappointed that the Board had not continued to engage informally after the formal dinner. This was noted as a consideration for future visits and events.
The Chair highlighted that, due to a packed agenda, the May Board meeting would require additional time and probably start on the afternoon of 18 May. It was suggested that as the three newly appointed Board members would hopefully be attending, this would be held in the Midlands 
The Board was informed that AT will coordinate appraisal meetings with the Chair in the forthcoming weeks.
Action: AT to schedule appraisals for continuing Board members with the Chair
The Chair reported that she would be attending the first meeting of the Food & Farming Partnership Board on 25 March. The importance of constructive engagement with Defra was emphasised, as was the need to avoid duplication of effort, and ensuring AHDB’s sector expertise was clearly articulated. The Chair noted the England‑only remit of the Partnership Board and the need to position AHDB’s existing strengths appropriately.
Members were reminded to submit any outstanding expense claims by 30 April 2026.
Recognising that this would be DW’s final meeting, the Chair paid tribute and thanked him for the significant contribution he had made and his support for the AHDB Board as Defra’s representative.
Date of Next Meeting
Monday 18th (pm) & Tuesday 19th May 2026
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