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ULSTER SUPPORTED EMPLOYMENT LIMITED

Minutes of a Meeting of the Board of Directors
Wednesday 17th December 2025 at 10.00 am at 
Usel, Cambrai Street, Belfast


	1.
	In Attendance:
Mr W Leathem            Chairperson
Mr R Havlin                 Vice Chairperson
Mrs S Wakfer              Director
Mr R Donnelly             Director 
Mrs E Finlay                Director 
Mr Damian Duffy         Director
Mr S Jackson	             CEO
Mr D Cowan                 Head of Employment Services
Ms N Donnelly	             Head of Operations - remotely
Ms R McCarthy            Head of Finance 

Present:
Ms R Smyth		 Minute-taker / Company Secretary

Apologies:
Apologies were received from M Corkey.  The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting. 

	2.0 
	Declarations of Interest
No declarations of interest were recorded.   

	3.0
	Minutes of the Previous Meeting
Minutes of the previous meeting held on 26th November 2025 were reviewed and accepted.  They were proposed by E Finlay and seconded by S Wakfer.  

	3.1
	Action Log
The meeting reviewed the action log.  It was agreed to close item 146; this is now signed off.  It was also agreed to close items 162, 165, 166, 167, 169, 170, 171, 173 and 174.  
Item 148 is in progress, item 156 will remain open until 12th January 2026, item 159 is covered on the agenda, item 168 will be complete in the first week of January (Action L Beagan), item 172 is in progress and is for the January Board.  

	3.2
	There were no matters arising. 

	4.0
	Written Procedures

	4.1
	Acceptable Use of IT Policy
The meeting reviewed the policy, and it was accepted. 

	4.2
	Conflict of Interest Policy 
The meeting reviewed the policy, and it was accepted. 

	5.0
	Chair’s Report

	5.1
	The Chair reported back on the Public Sector Chair’s meeting and the Departmental Chair’s meeting. 
The Chair also reported on a recent meeting with the Minister for Communities, attended with the CEO.  He informed the Board that the CEO had provided the Minister and departmental advisers with a briefing paper.  

	5.2
	The Chair provided updates on Employment Services and Empower.  The meeting discussed funding and resource, the CEO and Head of Finance giving a brief explanation of the Transformation Fund and its criteria.  The meeting also discussed issues with communication, noting that communication should be received by Friday 19th December.  A discussion with the Equality Commission is planned for February.  

	6.0
	Chief Executive’s Report
The CEO updated the meeting on the proposed capital project at Cambrai Street stating queries on the contract have been received from Belfast City Council and are currently being worked through. 
The Vice Chair queried section 1.3 of the report, asking if there are records kept on mandatory training.  The CEO confirmed there are.  The Vice Chair requested that the Board receive feedback on this from time to time.   
The CEO also briefly covered the meeting with the Minister outlined at section 5, stating that the Minister had extended his thanks to the Usel team on navigating recent changes.  
The CEO reported that the ‘Disability at Work Strategy’ has just been launched.  He will send out a link and Usel will respond to this.  
Action 175:  CEO to send out link to ‘Disability at Work Strategy’.

	6.1
	Integrated Risk Management Framework
The CEO gave an update on the pension position.  The Head of Finance gave clarification on the valuation in the accounts, explaining that whilst the sum has reduced it is still in a minus position and is subject to market fluctuations.  The estimate is still showing a deficit for 2026.  

	6.2
	SMART Target Tracker 
The CEO presented the SMART Target tracker stating this is a high-level overview which differentiates from the KPI tracker.  It is reviewed quarterly by SMT and links back to the business plan.  
The Chair stated this is a much better presentation and enquired if it could be linked to both the corporate and business plans.  The CEO responded this would be linked to the new 2026-2031 Corporate Plan and yearly business plans and the SMART targets incorporated once every quarter. 

	7.0 
	Employment Services Report
The Head of ES presented his report and highlighted that the Empower programme has now met its target for the year.  
The CEO commented on the extensive experience of the Empower staff and stated he will send out a marketing presentation which shows clearly what Usel has achieved.  The Vice Chair stated that this is something that needs to be promoted.  The CEO responded that Usel’s statistics are possibly the best in the UK and that these statistics can be verified as they involve people being placed in employment.  The meeting briefly discussed various alternative funding options.  
Action 176:  CEO to send out presentation to Board.
Action 177:  E Finlay to send link to Corporation Ireland. 

	7.1
	Skills for Life and Work (SFLW) Programme 
The Head of ES informed the meeting that a contract has now been received from the Middleton School in Armagh.  The CEO commented that this will be very positive.  The Chair also informed the meeting that this will be working with an ALB and involve cross border partnerships which will be a benefit for other projects.  Engagement will start in Armagh in the new year.  N Donnelly informed the meeting that there may be potential from this for the operations side of the business in addition. 

	7.2
	The Head of ES provided an update on resource issues in Enniskillen and Mid Ulster stating the latter is now resolved.  

	7.3
	The Head of ES also stated that the partnership with Belfast Met is moving well and is ready for enrolment of students in September.

	7.4
	The meeting discussed the situation with resource internally.  The CEO informed the meeting that he has communicated with the Empower team.  The business case should be with the Minister in January.  He confirmed that no formal process has yet commenced and that all possible efforts to retain resource will be made. 

	7.5
	The Head of Operations presented her report and informed the meeting that although a recent tender submission was not successful, feedback had been sought.  The feedback received stated that this was purely a pricing issue and she has now adjusted the pricing so there is now a more competitive pricing model in place.  The process has also provided good experience for the team in tendering.  

	7.6
	Two new customers have been found for document storage which will maintain the ISO accreditation.  

	7.7
	Recycling Price Increases
The Head of Operations reported that this process is going well with no push back from customers.

	7.8
	Industrial Sewing Update
The Head of Operations informed the meeting that customers were very impressed at how quickly orders were fulfilled and stated that more business will be coming in.  
The meeting discussed current capital and machinery requirements for Operations.  The CEO commented that despite the perspective from the commercial review on capital requests that are not profit making, new sewing equipment would generate additional income as an enquiry has been received from a potential new customer.  He stated this is an ongoing conversation with the Department.  
The meeting briefly discussed priorities for capital spend. 

	7.9
	The Head of Operations gave an update on H&S and a minor injury sustained.  She also informed the meeting that daily checks are made on the boundary wall and no issues have been noted to date. 
An update on the roof was provided, the Head of Operations stating this is managed and risks mitigated internally as well as possible.  An update on pricing for fire doors was also given; figures provided in quotes vary and the H&S Manager is querying this.  

	8.0
	Finance Report
The Head of Finance presented the report including an update on legal fees which will retain the same position.  The CEO provided an update on maintenance, remedial building and IT costs.    
The Chair queried the figures for accruals.  The Head of Finance explained and stated there would be learning from this taken for next year.  The meeting discussed the potential three-year budget plan, agreeing this could create a great deal of uncertainty for Usel.

	8.1
	The Head of Finance reported back on the NIAO Report.  All audit issues are resolved, and the accounts are now certified.  However, due to delays with the audit schedule the 31st December deadline for filing with Companies House will be missed and an increased penalty will be imposed.  This is unavoidable due to delays in the process and having to lay the accounts with the Assembly.  
The Chair of the Finance Committee asked for confirmation that this is tracked through ARAC.  The Chair of ARAC confirmed.  
The meeting discussed potential delays in the process in 2026 and agreed that this will not be acceptable and further delays will result in significant reputational damage for Usel and liability with Companies House.  The Chair requested a meeting be arranged with the Auditor General in the new year.  
The audit certificate was noted. 

	9.0
	Strategic Risk Register
The meeting reviewed the register noting that three risks are removed and the register renumbered.  It was agreed that SR 01 needs to be moved to the ORR.
ACTION 178:  R Smyth to move SR01. 
It was also noted that a new risk on AI and cyber security generally has been added.  

	9.1
	The CEO gave updates on SR02 and SR03 stated he has added more narrative and additional detail.  
The Chair queried actions on VAT.  The Head of Finance stated she will arrange a meeting with the relevant organisation in the new year.  The business case has been approved and profiled in, and it should be closed out by March. 
The Chair emphasised the importance of maintaining an audit trail in all communications with HMRC.
The meeting accepted the register. 

	10. 
	Matters to Note
There were no matters to note. 

	11.0
	Any Other Business

	
	Confirmation Statement Filing Update
R Smyth gave update on the annual filing requirement with Companies House and the progress of identity verification. 

	11.1
	The meeting discussed various responses due in relation to the Commercial Review and strategic plan, together with the response on the Disability Work Strategy.  It was agreed the Board will meet to discuss the   Corporate Plan 21st Jan at 12.15 for lunch with a 12.30 workshop.  

	11.3
	Date of Next Meeting – 28th January 2026 at 10 am.  
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Signed as approved. 
William Leathem, Chair 
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