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	Board of Trustees’ Meeting
	Time: 13:30 – 16:30
Date: 24/09/2025
Location: Patrick Geddes Room/Teams  



Present:

Cara Aitchison, Trustee 
Elise Cartmell, Trustee (part attendance)
Dominic Fry, Chair of Trustees 
Sarah Gurr, Trustee and Chair of the Science Advisory Committee 
Ed Ikin, Trustee 
Ian Jardine, Trustee and Chair of the Audit Committee 
Stella Morse, Trustee 
Elizabeth Trevor, Trustee 

In Attendance:

Amanda Brown, Head of Commercial Services (Item 1.0) 
Lauren Bradshaw, Director of Development and Communications 
Ian Brown, Head of Finance, Corporate Governance and Risk (Item 11.0) 
Sarah Cathcart, Director of Learning and Engagement
Keiran Ferguson, Head of Estates and Sustainability (Items 14.0 and 15.0) 
Joanne Hannah, Director of Resources and Planning and Board Secretary 
Pete Hollingsworth, Director of Science and Deputy Keeper  
Jennifer Martin, PA to the Regius Keeper (Minutes) 
Gill McCrum, Boardroom Apprentice 
Simon Milne, Regius Keeper

Apologies:
 
Claire Bishop, Trustee

	No.
	Item
	Action

	
	Private Meeting (Trustees Only) 

The Board of Trustees held a private session prior to the meeting.







	

	
	Presentation and Discussion
	

	 

	Development of Corporate Partnerships 

The Head of Commercial Services introduced a paper and delivered a presentation outlining the importance of corporate partnerships, including the opportunities available, a roadmap and timeline for implementation, key trends, strategic rationale, points of differentiation, and proposed next steps. The Board of Trustees was invited to consider the proposal and provide strategic guidance on the introduction of a Corporate Partnership Programme at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. As a core ambition of the initiative was to proactively respond to the evolving shift in corporate sentiment around Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) issues, the Board queried whether this could deter some potential partners from engaging. It was confirmed that this was not anticipated to be a problem, and that initial discussions with prospective partners had already begun.

The Board of Trustees raised several points regarding the proposed Corporate Partnership Programme. They asked whether corporate membership would be included, advised that engagement time should be assessed against potential returns, and highlighted the need to factor in the cost of managing partnerships, with adequate resources in place. Further discussion concerned purpose-led collaboration, clarification on what would constitute an acceptable partner, and a definition of “clean energy” that could be shared with the Board of Trustees. While acknowledging that defining clean energy might be challenging, Trustees agreed that potential partnerships must align with RBGE’s values and that the Board of Trustees should be comfortable with them. They reaffirmed the importance of protecting RBGE brand and reputation and requested to be informed of any significant potential risks or challenges associated with partnerships that were under active consideration. This work would also form part of the Integrated Income Strategy. The Board approved the launch of a structured Corporate Partnership Programme that supported RBGE’s mission, enhanced financial sustainability, and fostered long-term, brand-aligned collaborations.

	































	[bookmark: _Hlk192169517]
	Opening 
	

	
	Apologies

Apologies had been received from Claire Bishop.

	

	
	Trustees’ Conflicts of Interest

No conflicts of interest related to the meeting were declared. 

	

	[bookmark: _Hlk203743889]
	Minutes of the Previous Meeting, 19/06/2025

The Minutes of the Meeting held on Wednesday 19/06/25 were accepted as an accurate record of the meeting.

ACTION: The PA to the Regius Keeper would place a copy of the approved Minutes in the Library, on the General Drive, RBGE Website and circulate by email to the Board of Trustees and Executive Team.



	




PA to the Regius Keeper

	
	Action Points and Matters Arising from the Previous Meeting, 19/06/2025

The Chair reported that the actions from the previous meeting had been completed except for one:

	

	5.1
	Annual Health and Safety Report

Ed Ikin volunteered to become the Board of Trustees’ representative on the Health and Safety Committee.

ACTION: The Director of Resources and Planning would arrange for Ed Ikin to join the Health and Safety Committee.
	




Director of Resources and Planning


	
	Activity and Performance Reports 
	

	
	Chair’s Update

	

	
	China Presentation

The Chair updated the Board of Trustees on the recent highly successful and strategically valuable visit to China, undertaken with the Regius Keeper, Director of Science and Deputy Keeper, Deputy Director of Science (Research), Horticulture Supervisor, and collaborators from the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, Cambridge University Botanic Garden, and the National Botanic Garden of Wales. The visit, funded by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), included participation in the Nature Salon on Plants and Wellbeing, co-hosting the UK/China Botanic Garden Summit at the Kunming Institute of Botany, attending diplomatic events celebrating the 25th Anniversary of the UK Consulate in South West China, a strategic field trip to the Jade Dragon Field Station to assess future development and collaboration, and a visit to Xishuangbanna Tropical Botanical Garden to explore collaborative opportunities. The Chair highlighted the strong reputation and high regard in which RBGE was held in China, noting the significant potential for deepening future partnerships. A presentation by the Chair and the Director of Science and Deputy Keeper outlined the key outcomes of the visit, which included strengthening RBGE’s position as an international leader in botany, promoting UK science diplomacy, advancing conservation efforts in one of the world’s most critical biodiversity hotspots, fostering innovative research collaborations, enhancing capacity building, and opening up new staff exchange and educational, training, and financial opportunities. The Chair thanked the Director of Science and Deputy Keeper for his leadership in planning and coordinating the events and confirmed that a follow-up letter of appreciation would be sent to the FCDO.

	



	
	17th Regius Keeper

The appointment of Dr Julia Knights as the 17th Regius Keeper had been announced on 22/09/2025. For information there would be a week’s handover with the 16th Regius Keeper at the end of January 2026 and the handover date would be 30/01/2026. 




	

	
	Welcome and Introduction to New Trustees

The Chair welcomed the two new Trustees Claire Bishop and Ed Ikin who had been appointed by the Scottish Government on 01/08/2025. The Chair notified the Board of Trustees of Claire Bishop’s biography and Ed Ikin introduced himself and advised on his background. 

	

	
	Regius Keeper’s Update

The Regius Keeper advised:

· Operational Delivery – excellent progress had been achieved with delivery of operational objectives at the mid-year point.
 
· Herbarium - Good progress was being made with securing funding to complete the digitisation of the Herbarium specimens as part of a wider UK partnership. 

· Learning - There had been a good uptake in the new academic year  for places on under and post graduate courses, and the high quality of graduating MSc students reflected the  excellence of the education and science teaching team.  

· Finance – The focus was on high level budget planning/negotiation for the next financial year, achieving full funding for the new Energy Centre,  and completion of the  revised  Full Business Case for Phase II of Edinburgh Biomes.

· 17th Regius Keeper – Planning was underway to deliver a comprehensive handover by the end of January, with a particular focus on clearly outlining current, ongoing, and aspirational projects to support both strategic and operational continuity.

· Genomics – Advised of the exceptional leadership and international profile held by RBGE this field.

· Commercial performance remained strong, supported by revitalised communications through and greatly enhanced social media presence 

·  Development efforts were marked by effective donor stewardship, reinforcing long-term approach to relationship building. Regular positive visitor feedback continues to reflect our resonance with the public.  

· The renovated Palm Houses had now been formally returned to RBGE, marking a key milestone in the Edinburgh Biomes programme. The next phases - landscaping and planting- were underway in preparation for a public reopening in summer 2026.

· Executive Team – Activity levels remained high, and the Director of Learning and Engagement was acknowledged for providing leadership to the Horticulture Division in the absence of a Director of Horticulture.

· Engagement with politicians would increase  in the lead up to the Scottish Government elections.

	

	
	RBGE Key Results Dashboard – Autumn 2025

The Director of Resources and Planning presented performance data covering the period from April to July 2025. Eleven indicators were ahead of target, two were on target, four were below target, and four were projected to be on track for year-end delivery. There were no significant concerns at this stage, and performance review activities remained ongoing.

The Board of Trustees requested further consideration be given to enhancing comparative data reporting on the Digitisation of Herbarium records. They also noted that data reflecting the quality of social media engagement would be valuable. It was agreed that appropriate messaging should be developed around engagement with the Scottish Government regarding the refreshed Edinburgh Biomes programme. The lifting of the cap on Royal Horticultural Society student numbers was noted and welcomed, as it would allow for increased participation. However, the Board also noted a potential slowdown in visitor numbers relative to the annual target, as well as possible challenges in meeting the 30% carbon reduction goal for 2025/26.

	

	
	Directors’ Updates

	

	10.1
	Director of Resources and Planning 

· Financial sustainability and income growth – Work was ongoing with the implementation of the Integrated Income Strategy. A meeting had been scheduled with the Scottish Government in October and work was underway on financial modelling in relation to  the impact of any changes in future Scottish Government grant-in-aid.

· Infrastructure, resilience and digital development – A priority was the Refreshed Business Case in relation to the delivery of the Edinburgh Biomes Energy Centre. It was noted that a Head of Digital and Technology Services had recently been appointment.

· Would consider planning for next year’s organisational requirement and the future corporate strategy.

	

	10.2
	Director of Science and Deputy Keeper 

· Had arranged a symposium and roundtable discussion for the Biodiversity Genomics Europe project in Brussels which would focus on research and development and the main streaming of genomic economies across Europe. 

· Advised that several large grant applications had been prepared for the further digitisation of herbarium specimens.

	

	10.3
	Director of Development and Communications

· 17th Regius Keeper appointment – Good press coverage had been received and there would be another opportunity in the new year when Dr Knights started in her role.

· Social media – Engagement had increased and a revised media strategy had received good feedback.
· Income – The Key Results Dashboard noted the amount of pledged income this year and there had been good engagement achieved, with the Development Team exceeding their targets.

· Stewardship – One hundred donors had attended a preview event with a visit to the restored Palm Houses. 

	

	10.4
	Director of Learning and Engagement

· RBGE had been shortlisted in two areas of the 2025 Nature of Scotland Awards in the Health and Wellbeing category for Community Engagement at RBGE and in the Innovation category for the Scottish Plant Recovery project. 

· MSc numbers – Recruitment numbers to the course had exceeded the target resulting in an increase in projected income.

· Horticulture – Workshops were being held at each garden on the Landscape Master Plan (a framework design for decision making) and priorities would be presented to Board of Trustees in 2026. The Strategic Master Planning Programme Group had considered a full programme of events for 2026 and a partial programme for 2027 had been prepared. 

· Visitor Welcome Team – Consideration was being given on how to improve the capture visitor data.

	

	
	Finance and Risk 
	

	
	Finance Report to 31/07/2025

The Head of Finance, Corporate Governance and Risk presented his report and advised on the financial position at the half year point. A reforecasting exercise would be undertaken to achieve a balanced budget. Botanics Trading Company (BTC) profit was ahead of budget and a new BTC Key Results Indicator Dashboard had been prepared. Funding for capital projects for 2025/2026 had been allocated and work was underway to ensure all investments were realised in-year.

The Board of Trustees requested clarification on the timing differences between the Botanics Trading Company’s profit and the amount gift-aided to RBGE at year end. This was to support a clearer understanding of the income flow process. The Board also inquired about the timetable for budget setting and were informed that scenario planning was already in progress in preparation for the next financial year and forthcoming Board approval.

ACTION:  The Director of Resources and Planning would ensure that clarification regarding the timing of income flow from the Botanics Trading Company to RBGE was provided via the Audit Committee.








	
















Director of Resources and Planning

	
	Audit Committee

	

	12.1
	Report of the Audit Committee

The Chair of the Audit Committee presented the report of the meeting held on 10/09/2025 and asked the Board of Trustees to retrospectively confirm the reappointment of Amanda Forsyth as an external member for another four years. The Board of Trustees approved this request.

	

	12.2
	[bookmark: _Hlk206068431]Annual Audit Committee Report

The Chair of the Audit Committee presented the report for consideration, which was accepted by the Board.

	

	
	Risk Report – Autumn

The Director of Resources and Planning presented the Risk Report (which had been considered by the Audit Committee at their recent meeting) and advised that 52 risks were being managed, one risk had been increased and re-prioritised following Storm Eowyn, and three new infrastructure risks were raised to strengthen mitigation against climatic and asset-related threats. 
The Board of Trustees suggested that the risk of a cyber-attack or malicious incident targeting the digital environment should be increased. The Audit Committee had discussed the income recognition risks and asked that management review them to ensure consistency. The Board of Trustees asked about the threat to the Living Collections and were advised that work was being undertaken in science and horticulture to mitigate the risks including receipt of a Plant Healthy Award for the Edinburgh Garden (and work would be undertaken to achieve this for all of the Gardens), new sanitation mats had been installed at Benmore Botanic Garden. It was noted that there was an increase in pests and diseases at all Gardens and the storm damage had been an opportunity for resilience planting. The new Living Collection Policy provided strategic direction to the science and horticulture teams working in the area of biodiversity. 

ACTION: The Director of Resources and Planning would review the risk score for cyber-attacks/malicious incidents.


	




















Director of Resources and Planning

	
	RBGE Estate 
	

	
	Overview of Estate Management

The Head of Estates and Sustainability gave a presentation on the evolution of the estate for the future of RBGE, which included an overview of the Estates Strategy and the Edinburgh Biomes programme and advised on the next steps. 

The Board of Trustees welcomed the structured approach and sought clarification on the source of funding for remedial works. It was confirmed that the core capital allocation from the Scottish Government would be the primary funding source, with additional funding schemes also under consideration. The availability of improved data now enabled more informed prioritisation of areas requiring investment. A recent Condition Assessment Survey had identified the need for significant reinvestment to address the maintenance backlog across the estate. The Board expressed interest in exploring potential income generation opportunities from the estate, which would be considered within the development of the Integrated Income Strategy. Further information would be provided at a future meeting.

	

	
	Edinburgh Biomes 

	

	15.1
	Edinburgh Biomes Energy Centre Commencement Works – To Record Formal Approval

On 28/08/25 the Regius Keeper had emailed the Board of Trustees to request their  endorsement for the commencement works package. The Board of Trustees had given their approval by email for the request and on 02/09/2025 the Regius Keeper had instructed Balfour Beatty to proceed with the commencement works. 

	

	15.2
	Edinburgh Biomes Oversight Committee – Key Information

The Regius Keeper advised that the Victorian Palm Houses had now been formally handed over to the RBGE by Balfour Beatty and the Horticulture Team would start work on landscaping, planting and the visitor journey through the Palm Houses. The Board of Trustees requested that they be given another opportunity to visit the Palm Houses. 

ACTION: The PA to the Regius Keeper would arrange for interested Trustees to visit the Palm Houses.

	







PA to the Regius Keeper


	
	Science Advisory Committee 
	

	
	Update Report

The Chair of the Science Advisory Committee advised on the meeting held on 23/09/2025 which included:

· A presentation about the recent and very successful RBGE activities in China. 

· A presentation on progress with the RBGE archive and its recent success with accreditation and a discussion on the potential uses of the archive to others which highlighted the need to raise awareness of its contents. 

· A discussion on the RBGE response to the consultation on the draft strategy for the Environment, Natural Resources and Agriculture research programme (ENRA), 2027-2032 where it was agreed that it should be conceptual rather than specific and a discussion with Prof Mat Williams (Chief Scientific Adviser for Environment, Natural Resources and Agriculture) would be helpful. 

· Progress had been made on grant applications with several large grant applications submitted and over 100 publications.

· A suggestion that the Regius Keeper send congratulatory letters to the Head of Library and the Archivist and the Biodiversity Scientist thanking them for their work.

· Thanks to Director of Science and Deputy Keeper for his superb leadership, to Deputy Director of Science (Research) for her efforts in China and with associated media, and to Deputy Director of Science (Collections)/Herbarium Curator for the impressive grant bid on digitisation. 
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	Health and Safety 
	

	[bookmark: _Hlk195618245][bookmark: _Hlk195172640]
	Quarterly Report

The Director of Resources and Planning presented the report and advised that there had been no Reporting of Injuries, Diseases and Dangerous Occurrences Regulations (RIDDOR) reportable incidents or major accidents and although slips trips and falls had increased slightly, they remained within acceptable levels. A Health, Safety and Sustainability Manager had been recruited and would start in November 2025. The Public Safey Policy would be presented for the Board of Trustees’ consideration at the next meeting. The Board of Trustees were advised that trend data wasn’t currently available but that the new Health, Safety and Sustainability Manager would work on making improvements in data collection and would be invited to present their plans for the future at a Board of Trustees meeting.

ACTION: The Director of Resources and Planning would arrange for the new Health, Safety and Sustainability Manager to give a presentation to the Board of Trustees once established in post.

	













Director of Resources and Planning

	
	Information 
	

	
	Cyber Security Update

Following the internal audit on cyber security the Director of Resources and Planning presented the Senior Cyber Security and Digital Infrastructure Manager’s paper to demonstrate progress made and advised on the strategic priorities.  The new Head of Digital and Technology Services would give the Board of Trustees a presentation on the Digital Implementation Programme at a future  meeting. 
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	Closing 
	

	 

	Any Other Business

There was nothing additional to report.

	

	
	Date of Next Meeting

The next meeting would be held on Wednesday 10/12/2025.
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Annex A
Summary of Outstanding Actions
	
	[bookmark: _Hlk200623142]No.
	Item
	Action

	4.0
	Minutes of the Previous Meeting, 19/06/2025

ACTION: The PA to the Regius Keeper would place a copy of the approved Minutes in the Library, on the General Drive, RBGE Website and circulate by email to the Board of Trustees and Executive Team.

	

PA to the Regius Keeper

	5.1
	Annual Health and Safety Report

ACTION: The Director of Resources and Planning would arrange for Ed Ikin to join the Health and Safety Committee.
	

Director of Resources and Planning


	11.0
	Finance Report to 31/07/2025

ACTION:  The Director of Resources and Planning would ensure that clarification regarding the timing of income flow from the Botanics Trading Company to RBGE was provided via the Audit Committee.

	

Director of Resources and Planning

	13.0
	Risk Report – Autumn

ACTION: The Director of Resources and Planning would increase the risk score for cyber-attack/malicious incidents.


	

Director of Resources and Planning

	15.2
	Edinburgh Biomes Oversight Committee – Key Information

ACTION: The PA to the Regius Keeper would arrange for interested Trustees to visit the Palm Houses.

	

PA to the Regius Keeper


	17.0

	Quarterly Report

ACTION: The Director of Resources and Planning would arrange for the new Health and Safety Sustainability Manager to give a presentation to the Board of Trustees once established in post.

	

Director of Resources and Planning
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