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Summary Minutes of the AHDB Board Meeting, held on 25 November 2025 at AHDB Offices, Siskin Parkway East, Coventry.
Meeting Attendance
	Name
	Role

	Emily Norton (EN)
	Chair

	Colin Bateman (CB)
	Board Member and Beef & Lamb Sector Chair

	Stephen Briggs (SB)
	Board Member

	Lyndon Edwards (LE)
	Board Member and Dairy Sector Chair

	Catherine MacKenzie (CM)
	Board Member and RemNom Chair

	Sarah Pumfrett (SP)
	Board Member and ARAC Chair

	Graeme Jack (GJ)
	Board Member

	Glen Nimmo (GN)
	Board Member and Pork Sector Chair

	Tom Clarke (TC)
	Board Member and Cereals & Oilseeds Sector Chair

	Tony Holmes (TH)
	Finance & Operations Director

	Gill Laishley (GL)
	Defra

	Rebecca Loveday (RL)
	Company Secretary & Governance Director

	Janet Swadling (JS)
	Interim CEO

	Alison Thomas (AT)
	Clerk

	Ian Ascroft (IA) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Governance Manager

	Ken Boyns (KB) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Centre of Excellent Director (Sustainable Agriculture)

	Jenn Birrell (JB) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Head of Performance & Evaluation

	Paul Flanagan (PF) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Dairy Sector Director

	Liz Hayward (LH) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Head of HR

	Will Jackson (WJ) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Market Development & Communications Director

	Esther O’Sullivan (EO) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Head of Digital

	Adam Short (AS) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Data Programmes Associate Director

	Roseanne Thomas (RT) – Specific Agenda Items Only
	Communications Director



Minutes
The following has been confirmed as an accurate record of the meeting.

Welcome and Introductions
The Chair welcomed everybody to the meeting.
Apologies for Absence
There were no apologies for absence.
Declarations of Interest
SP advised that she was undertaking a role with the Security Industry Authority. TC and JS declared their interest as Trustees of the HGCA Pension Scheme in respect of that agenda item.
Minutes from the AHDB Board meeting held on 30 September 2025
The minutes of the Board meeting held on 30 September 2025 were accepted as a true and accurate record.
Matters Arising from the meeting held on 30 September 2025
The Chair noted that whilst action 7313 had progressed with some improvements to risk reporting made, more work was required. The importance of celebrating successes was reiterated and action 7318 would remain open whilst positive case studies for inclusion in the Feedback Log were identified.
Chair Update
Presenter: Emily Norton
The Chair acknowledged comments made by members regarding the volume of board papers. Whilst she accepted that it was lengthy, she also recognised the improved quality of the papers submitted.
EN commended the Exports and Events teams for their excellent efforts in staging AHDB’s presence at the Anuga event in Cologne which she had attended. This had been extremely successful and AHDB should do more to raise the profile of such work and celebrate its achievements. 
A positive first meeting had taken place between the Chair and the Minister of State, Dame Angela Eagle, with the Chair being asked to provide context as to why AHDB no longer supported the horticulture sector.
Notable recent external engagements included EN’s attendance at the Red Tractor (RT) AGM, and AIC and Nuffield Conferences.
Defra/Government Update
Presenter: Gill Laishley
GL reported that Defra was considering the Farm Profitability Review recommendations proposed by Minette Batters and was supportive in principle, although the detail was still being considered. 
The timing of the release of the report was not yet confirmed but the Board discussed the potential impact on AHDB and the importance of fully debating the report’s findings and recommendations quickly once available to agree and communicate AHDB’s strategic position.
It was agreed that, once released, a separate facilitated meeting of the Board would be convened to allow a thorough debate.
Action: Board meeting to be convened to debate findings and recommendations of the Farm Profitability Review.
Advertisements to recruit three new board members (including one with data expertise) were now live. The response to date had been limited and members were asked to encourage any suitable candidates to apply.
Action: Board to encourage applications for Board member vacancies.
Changes had recently been made to Defra’s structure which GL would share with the Board.
CEO Update
Presenter: Janet Swadling
JS provided a verbal update on progress made since her last report in late October. 
There had been intense activity on strategic planning with the Leadership Team (LT) and senior staff working very effectively and more cohesively to progress this critical work.
HR matters, including responding to the employee engagement survey results had proved time consuming but JS assured the Board that through her interactions with a wide range of staff, a good understanding of many issues had been established.
Work was underway to prepare an induction plan for the new CEO, Helen Herniman, who would be joining AHDB on 5 January 2026.
The Chair noted that this would be JS’s last board meeting as Interim CEO. She thanked her for her considerable efforts and commitment. These comments were endorsed by the Board.
Strategic Planning Update
Presenter: Paul Flanagan and Jenn Birrell
Paul Flanagan and Jenn Birrell joined the meeting and presented slides updating the Board on progress made to develop the Strategic Business Planning process since September 2025.
The draft vision and mission statements had been shared with Functional Directors and subsequently all staff at Share the News in November 2025. Discussions were ongoing between the Sector and Functional Directors to refine and test the Sector North Stars further and the staff conference on 4 December 2025 would present a valuable opportunity to update and involve the wider staff in the thinking.
It was clear already that there were high levels of alignment between the Sector Outcomes and the identified AHDB Outcomes and hoped that once the Board had discussed the role of farm data later in the meeting, the position on the role of farm data and how this might be integrated into sector plans would be clearer.
Discussion took place during which the Board emphasised the need to consider a longer-term outlook, whilst recognising that the team was working practically on the basis of a 3-year business plan and budget, the importance of strong communication with levy payer ahead of the 2027 vote and the need for the strategy to evolve and not become static.
TC expressed appreciation for the work that had been done but concern about the pace. He emphasised that in 2027, levy payers should be presented with meaningful choices and the opportunity to input and shape the work that AHDB would deliver for their sector. He also commented that environmental sustainability would not be a priority for C&O.
The Board confirmed its support for the outcomes as presented but requested that wording should be added to reflect AHDB’s values, and that it was a people-focussed organisation which strived to deliver value for money to levy payers. This was agreed.
Action: Wording of outcomes to be improved to reflect AHDB’s values.
The Chair thanked PF and JB for their presentation and commended them, and JS, on the excellent progress made. She emphasised that successful delivery would be dependent on a unified approach and that the staff must continue to have full visibility.
The work had been done late in the business planning process and the Chair requested that the Board revisit it in the spring, when these excellent foundations could be built upon to help improve the process further for future years.
DDaT Plan Update
Presenter: Ken Boyns, Adam Short and Esther O’Sullivan
KB, AS and EO joined the meeting and gave a presentation summarising AHDB’s current activity in the data space and outlining aspirations for it to grow its expertise and show greater leadership by becoming a data facilitator to the industry. The Board was presented with three options for consideration.
Following discussion, the Board decided to approve the Executive’s recommendation that Option 2 be adopted. There was a desire from the Board for AHDB to be ambitious in this space and it therefore also requested that Option 1 be worked through in more detail and brought back with further information, including cost implications, alongside a progress update on the implementation of Option 2.
Action: Executive to work Option 1 through in more detail and bring further information, including cost implications, back to the Board alongside a progress update on the implementation of Option 2.
Communication Plan Update
Presenter: Will Jackson and Roseanne Thomas
WJ and RT joined the meeting and provided an update on progress made to deliver the communications strategy since it was approved by the Board in March 2025, and further major improvements made since communications had been reviewed by the LT in September 2025.
With a desire for comms to be more strategic, key developments had included tighter website management, the introduction of a communications planning grid, development of a new tone of voice to connect more effectively with farmers, smarter use of email and clearer accountability through the creation of a RACI framework.
Discussion took place during which RT answered questions about the process for agreeing podcast content and explained how, when appropriate, AHDB would continue to use agency support to bolster in-house capability. The importance of working collaboratively across the organisation and particularly with the farmer-facing engagement teams was highlighted.
SB suggested that in addition to gathering quantitative data, the Comms team should also gather qualitative data to illustrate the impact of its work and how it was changing behaviours.
GJ commented very positively on the changes that had been made and was reassured by the progress made. He encouraged the team to continue to do less, better. The Chair endorsed this and commended and thanked the team for their efforts.
The Chair requested that RT continued the work, in particular developing evaluation metrics, and that she returned to the Board in six months’ time to report on progress.
Action: RT to continue work, develop evaluation metrics, and report progress to the Board in six months’ time.
Annual Business Plan and Sector Updates
Presenter: 
The Chair asked for greater consistency in the reporting in the cover paper, particularly on how risks were presented, and questioned whether the format could be improved to enhance the Board’s understanding. She also commented that the update on Communications lacked detail.
Discussion took place regarding risks and the importance of acknowledging not only corporate risks but also sector-specific risks as these could have an impact on delivery of AHDB’s activities and implications for how resources were prioritised.
SP reiterated her concerns that risk management was still not being undertaken effectively. She requested that the Executive respond to annotations she had made to the paper.
Action: Executive to respond to SP queries raised as annotations.
Noting the postponement of the Parliamentary event due to low uptake, the Chair expressed concern about the organisation’s ability to handle external affairs. JS acknowledged that lessons had been learned and that there was recognition that in future such events requiring Parliamentary engagement must be planned thoroughly, well in advance and with clear objectives and agendas which were relevant and appealing to the target audience. Alongside the new communications grid which had been developed an events grid was being established to enable a strategic overview.
Farm Assurance Update
Presenter: Ken Boyns
KB joined the meeting. He gave a brief slide presentation providing context, outlining proposals for possible changes to the Red Tractor (RT) ownership and governance model and explaining the options available to the Board and the pros and cons of each.
There was a need to clearly define and agree the outcome which AHDB was seeking to achieve for levy payers and determine how it could best serve their interests, noting the different expectations and impacts of the proposed governance reform set out in the joint paper across the Sectors. To manage these trade-offs, our approach would need to be based on fulfilling our statutory duty. The Board therefore requested that KB work with two or three Board members, including Sarah Pumfrett, over the next two weeks to craft an outcome statement and develop a sector-by-sector impact assessment of exit or options for governance reform for its consideration.
Action: KB to meet with two or three Board members to clearly define the outcome AHDB was seeking to achieve for levy payers.
Once the Board had considered the sector-by-sector pros and cons and strategy for achieving its desired outcomes, a position could be agreed to enable negotiations to begin with the other owners.
Employee Engagement Survey
Presenter: Liz Hayward
LH provided an overview of the employee survey which was undertaken in September with support from Gallup and reported that whilst the 86% response rate was excellent, the results were disappointing revealing a high proportion of staff to be actively disengaged. More positively, it had identified some common themes and opportunities for improvement.
High-level results had been shared with all staff at Share the News and a commitment already made by the LT to demonstrate that it was listening, understanding and acting upon the results with actions taken including the introduction of a RACI, the development of the Strategic Planning Framework and plans to work with the Change Leaders Forum and establish a new Employee Engagement Forum. Managers were also meeting with staff to discuss their team’s particular results and involving them in the development of meaningful action plans.  
A further update on the work being done in response to the survey’s results would be shared with staff at Share the News on 16 December 2025. A short, ‘pulse’ survey would also be run in December 2025.
Discussion took place during which the Board expressed their disappointment in the results and acknowledged the role they had to play in supporting the LT to bring about the changes that were needed to improve the culture, behaviours and leadership of AHDB, which was everyone’s responsibility.
Remuneration and Nominations (RemNom) Committee
Presenter: Catherine MacKenzie
CM paid tribute to LH for the enormous amount of work she had undertaken since joining the organisation. She also thanked RL for the assistance she had given and Katie Davies for the support provided to the RemNom Committee.
JS also asked the Board to acknowledge the pivotal role TH had played, stepping into the breach at a very difficult time and bringing stability to the HR function, which was enabling it to move forward and be fully focussed on the organisation’s people.


CM agreed that much had been achieved but more changes were required, and she cautioned that these would take time to implement and for the benefits to be seen.
The Remuneration & Nomination Committee had met the day before when it had approved its updated Terms of Reference subject to some minor amendments, received a presentation on the People Plan and discussed at length the results of the employee engagement survey.
HR Report including EDI
Presenter: Liz Hayward
The Board was pleased to note that mental health related absence was no longer trending as the highest reason for absence but emphasised the importance of AHDB’s support in this regard.
Health & Safety and Facilities Update
Presenter:
The Board requested that in future the update provided should focus more on health and safety and less on facilities activity, namely, to ensure that it covered the significant amount of work that was undertaken outside of HQ.
Action: Future H&S and Facilities updates to have greater emphasis on wider H&S.
As Chair of the H&S Committee, SB had asked it to consider how health and safety could be embedded more effectively across the organisation.
RL reported that the Facilities Manager was part of the Compliance Working Group and was developing plans to bring about improvements. She reminded the Board that in future the H&S Committee would be reporting to the ARAC. The Terms of Reference of ARAC would be updated to reflect this change.
Action: RL to update ARAC Terms of Reference.
LE emphasised that the health and safety of field-based staff was as important as that of those based in HQ.
Finance Report
Presenter: Tony Holmes
GJ was surprised to note decreases in the net levy income for the red meat sectors. CB and TH explained that this was largely due to processors who collected levy on behalf of AHDB going into administration. TH assured the Board that in such circumstances, the Finance Team made every effort to recover the money from the administrators. This proved difficult because there was no requirement on the businesses to hold the levy collected in “client accounts”. TH was exploring ways to address this issue, including taking legal action against the companies’ directors.
TC commented that due to the volatility of the C&O Sector, the Cereals & Oilseeds Sector Council would need to reduce spending from its budget. This would have implications for the activities which could be delivered and potentially for some staff. It was agreed that this should be recorded as a risk on the corporate risk register.
Action: Reduction in C&O budget and implications to be recorded on the corporate risk register.
HGCA Investment
Presenter: Tony Holmes
As Trustees of the HGCA Pension Scheme, Tom Clarke and Janet Swadling left the meeting due to conflict of interest.
TH reported that the valuation of the HGCA Pension Scheme carried out in March 2025 reported a surplus.
The Board was asked to delegate authority to TH to negotiate a final position with the Trustees regarding the extent to which AHDB will contribute towards the scheme administration fees in future. This was agreed by the Board.
Action: TH to negotiate a final position with the Trustees regarding the extent to which AHDB will contribute towards the HGCA Pension Scheme administration fees in future.
It was proposed and agreed that GN would support TH with the negotiations.
Admin Levy Deduction for all Sectors
Presenter: Tony Holmes
TH drew attention to his paper and outlined the rationale for recommending to the Board that AHDB begins to gather information about the time taken to administer the levy deduction in the Beef & Lamb and Pork sectors by making changes to the levy portal.
SP emphasised the risk that AHDB’s accounts could be qualified if it was apparent slaughterers/abattoirs were claiming for anything over and above legitimate costs. 
GL commented that she did not believe that the SI was explicit about full cost recovery, merely that this was a principle.
It was agreed that TH should seek guidance from the NAO to try to identify a pragmatic solution regarding admin levy deductions in the Cereals & Oilseeds sector. It was noted that the principles established may be extended to Beef & Lamb and Pork sectors in future.
Action: TH to seek NAO guidance and identify a pragmatic solution regarding admin levy deductions in the Cereals & Oilseeds sector.
Admin Levy Cereals and Oilseeds
Presenter: Tony Holmes
An update was provided on discussions that have taken place since the last board meeting with AIC and auditors to undertake work to establish the actual administration costs incurred by buyers in collecting the C&O levy. TH explained the rationale for recommending that external auditors, Azets, be appointed, as set out in the paper.
Discussion took place during which the Board concluded that there was no requirement for external auditors to be appointed, at this stage, and that instead, AHDB should move to introduce the requirement for invoices to be presented to reflect actual administration deduction costs incurred. Concern was expressed that in the current financial year a flat rate, 3.28%, was in place and whether this would be acceptable to the NAO. Previous NAO guidance had been that it would be as long as progress to a solution was being made but this would be confirmed. It was recommended that in the first year of the new deduction framework, any outliers could be identified and, for transparency, external auditors appointed by AHDB to conduct an audit. Thereafter, auditing could be undertaken in-house by the AHDB Finance Team.
The Board agreed that confirmation of the NAO position for the current year and the agreed proposed way forward should be obtained by TH, to give the LT discretion to resolve matters before the year end including taking forward the implementation of the decision.
SP requested that her dissent and concerns regarding non-compliance and the accounts being qualified be recorded should issues not be satisfactorily resolved by year end.
Audit, Risk and Assurance Committee (ARAC)
Presenter: Sarah Pumfrett
SP reported that she had recently attended Defra ARAC and GIAA Members meetings.
The ARAC report and minutes were taken as read.
Repeated failure to meet deadlines for internal audit actions had led to ARAC escalating the matter and revised deadlines to the Board for its approval. The deadlines were agreed.
The Chair requested that SP work closely with IA and RL to ensure that items escalated to the Board were proportionate.
Corporate Risk Management
Presenter: Ian Ascroft
IA joined the meeting and provided an update on risk management.
The Board formally approved the adoption of the Risk Management Policy and Framework as presented.
The recommendation regarding risk appetite in respect of compliance relating to cybersecurity, accessibility and data protection was accepted.
It was agreed that the Board should consider and reaffirm risk appetite annually.
Governance Improvement Plan
Presenter: Rebecca Loveday
RL reported that the findings of the RSM internal audit of governance were disappointing, though not surprising. She drew attention to the Governance Improvement Programme Plan, which set out the actions that had been identified to bring about the necessary changes and would be used as a tool to track delivery and progress across all governance-related workstreams. Progress would be reported to both ARAC and the Board to provide transparency and assurance.
Work to commission a full Board Effectiveness Review and Skills Analysis had begun. Further information about this review, including the timeline, had been shared and discussed with RemNom on 24 November 2025.
There had been a delay to the ratification vote following the departure of key members of staff. Work was now on track with an aspiration for it to be completed by 1 December 2025. The Chair requested that the Board’s thanks be relayed to the team responsible for their efforts.
The Fund the Future (FtF) programme had now been absorbed into the Strategic Business Planning Framework.
TC asked whether work was still ongoing to identify efficiencies and savings which might help the C&O Sector Council as it sought to reduce its budget. This was confirmed.
GN commented that last year the Councils had received budgets, which included FtF savings in Years 2 and 3. He requested that when budgets were provided for 26/27, the comparator figure should be that presented as the Year 2 figure last year. TH confirmed that this would be possible for the costs of shared services but not workstreams.
The Chair thanked RL for her paper and the excellent work she was doing to oversee improvements to governance, which had the Board’s full support.
Freedom of Information
Presenter: Rebecca Loveday
The paper was taken as read. RL informed the Board that AHDB had received numerous requests from one individual, which could potentially be considered vexatious. Advice from the Information Commissioner’s Office about action AHDB could take was being sought.


Feedback Log
Presenter: Rebecca Loveday
The paper was taken as read.
Any Other Business and meeting close
Non-Levy Income Growth
CB requested an update on work to secure alternative income revenue streams. JS advised that there was no strategic focus on this at present, with other work taking priority. Discussion had recently taken place at LT, but more work was required before this could be shared with the Board.
AHDB Staff Conference
Board members were encouraged to attend the staff conference, during the day only, on Thursday 4 December 2025 at Chesford Grange Hotel. Their presence would be welcomed but they would not have a specific role to play in the event. An informal Board dinner would be arranged by the Chair for those able to join.
Interim CEO
The Chair reiterated her thanks to JS for her sterling work and efforts during her tenure as Interim CEO. The Board would look forward to welcoming the new CEO, Helen Herniman, at its next meeting in January 2026.
Board Paper Portal
The Chair requested that RL review OnBoard to consider whether it was the most suitable online portal for sharing board papers. In addition, it was agreed that training in the use of OnBoard (or the preferred alternative portal) should be provided to new Board members and Sector Council members as part of their induction).
Action: RL to review OnBoard, explore alternative options and include training in the use of online portal in the induction programme for Board members and Sector Council members.
Date of Next Meeting
The next Board meeting will be held on Tuesday 27 January 2026. The meeting closed at 1.35pm.
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