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Item 1. REVIEW OF GOVERNANCE 

 
1.  Purpose of the Report 
 
1.1 To implement changes to governance of the National Park Authority following the 

outcome of 2013 Member Policy Conference. The proposed changes have been 
developed by the Governance Task and Finish Group with input from the Authority’s 
legal advisers. 

2.  Recommendations 

2.1  The Authority is recommended to: 
a) Approve the substantive changes to the Authority’s governance 

arrangements as outlined in paragraphs 5.1 to 5.13; 
b) Discuss the option of notifying Defra of its opinion regarding the ability to 

set a local time limit to the positions of Chairman and Deputy Chairman of 
National Park Authorities; 

c) Approve the detail of the new Standing Orders as detailed in Appendix 1 to 
become effective immediately following this meeting; 

d) Commission an independent review of member allowances and discuss the 
parameters of this review;  

e) Agree the new Scheme of Delegation in Appendix 2 to be become effective 
immediately following this meeting with the exception of the proposed 
reduction in Development Management Committee members which will be 
effective by 1st January 2015; and 

f) Agree to review the Standing Orders and Scheme of Delegation at least 
every three years. 
 

2.  Implications 
 
3.1 Financial 

The actions proposed in this report do not directly result in any additional ongoing 
financial implications. That is, no changes are proposed to the Special Responsibility 
Allowances Scheme ahead of the proposed independent review and the savings 
resulting from Defra’s decision to reduce the number of members had previously 
been included in the medium-term budget plan. 

3.2 Equality 

 None.  

4. Background  

4.1  In 2010 Defra announced a review of National Park Authorities to make their 
governance more locally accountable. During the following four years Defra’s core 
funding of Northumberland National Park Authority has fallen by nearly 40%. 
Therefore members decided to review their local governance arrangements to be fit 
for the future level of resourcing, able to meet the resulting challenges and 
opportunities whilst taking account of changes being made as a result of the national 
review by Defra. 

4.2  In December 2013 Defra made known the scale of its national review – these were 
modest and essentially entailed a reduction in the number of members on 
Northumberland National Park Authority from 22 to 18. In December 2013 the 
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Authority established a small member and officer task and finish group to progress 
the changes to local governance arrangements prioritised following the earlier Policy 
Conference. 

4.3  The Governance Task and Finish Group met twice in early 2014, received legal 
advice and reached conclusions on key changes to the current system of 
governance. The aim is to make these changes at the May 2014 National Park 
Authority meeting in order for them to be in effect for the 2014 Annual Meeting in 
June 2014.  

4.4  Changes to governance are made by setting new Standing Orders and are further 
embedded by revising the Scheme of Delegation and establishing protocols for 
officer and member working relationships. 

4.5  The Authority has been presented with a completely new set of Standing Orders 
because the previous ones had been revised so often that they were becoming 
cumbersome and were too lengthy. The proposed new Standing Orders are one-third 
shorter and designed to be more logically arranged. Many of the current Standing 
Orders are included in the new ones and the main changes are indentified in Section 
5 below.  

5. Key Proposed Changes to Governance  

5.1  The current position of combining the Deputy Chairman role with that of Deputy 
Chairman of Development Management is to be stopped. This means that there will 
be separate elections for the two posts. The role of the Deputy Chairman will be 
widened to take on responsibility for member training and development as this is 
seen as a priority for better governance. This role will take the form of member 
appraisals, setting effective induction programmes and ensuring an appropriate level 
of on-site development opportunities are provided for members to learn about the 
challenges and opportunities the National Park Authority faces on the ground. 

5.2  The Task and Finish Group identified 6 key members posts which they consider 
should be annually elected at the Annual General Meeting i.e. by all members – 
Chairman; Deputy Chairman; Chairman and Deputy Chairman of Development 
Management Committee; and Chairman and Deputy Chairman of the Review Group. 
All other committees, sub-committees and groups are to be empowered to elect their 
own chairman and where appropriate deputy chairman. 

5.3 Members of the Task and Finish Group consider all members should be able to stand 
for any post.  However, they believe that a separation of duties between the 
corporate roles (Chairman and Deputy Chairman) and development management 
roles is desirable and separation between the corporate roles and the review function 
as being essential. 

5.4 The Task and Finish Group considered that providing opportunities for members to 
take on new and additional responsibilities was a key means of having a vibrant and 
effective governance system. In addition to training and development, the Group 
would like to see key roles rotate within a reasonable period of time and with some 
degree of informal succession planning. 

5.5 Current primary legislation prevents National Park Authorities from capping the time 
period for which an individual member can be either Chairman or Deputy Chairman 
of the Authority. The Task and Finish Group consider this makes National Park 
Authorities inconsistent among the Defra family of non-elected public bodies and 
recommend that members to discuss asking Defra to change the primary legislation 
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to enable National Park Authorities to have the powers to limit the term of office of 
the roles of Chairman and Deputy chairman to 4 years. 

5.6 All other posts can have their period of tenure time limited and the Task and Finish 
Group suggests the Authority sets a maximum 4-year period of tenure for any elected 
position (other than Chairman or Deputy Chairman) and for this to be effective from 
the next Annual Meeting i.e. not retrospective. 

5.7 Changes are proposed to enable any member wishing to stand for one or more posts 
to both present to the members on the day and circulate hustings material in advance 
of the election. This will enable newer members to gain a better understanding of the 
candidates. The current system of election via a simple show of hands is seen as 
effective. However, the position where the Chief Executive is drawn into the member 
election process is not considered appropriate and new arrangements are proposed 
to ensure member elections are the sole responsibility of members. 

5.8 The Standing Orders have been re-drafted to make the distinction between decision 
making bodies and advisory bodies. Therefore: 

i. decision making bodies – the main Authority meeting, its committees and sub-
committees take decisions in public by members and have formal minutes; 
whereas 

ii. groups which are advisory i.e. non-decision making (such as Review) do not 
normally meet in public and have action points instead of minutes and can be 
jointly run with officers. 

 This means all decision making is made in public, where appropriate, and members 
can play an active role in reviewing and helping formulate options in a flexible 
manner and without placing a heavy administrative cost on the Authority. 

5.9 At certain times members may wish the Authority to discuss matters which might 
otherwise not appear on meeting agendas. The proposed Standing Orders provide a 
clearer route for members to raise such matters under the ‘Motions and 
Amendments’ section. 

5.10 The Task and Finish Group consider that, with less members and the need for 
decisions and policy to be reviewed and formulated by smaller groups of members, 
member attendance is even more critical to effective governance. Currently overall 
attendance levels meet Defra guidelines of 75%.  However, it was noted that a small 
number of members do have a disproportionately negative impact on the 25% non-
attendance figure.  The Group consider there could be a significant risk that key 
elements of the Authority’s work could be seriously undermined if pockets of low 
levels of attendance were prevalent in the smaller committees, sub-committees and 
groups. In order to manage this risk, the members of the Task and Finish Group 
recommend that the Authority adopts an administratively simple process whereby 
any member who fails to attend 3 consecutive meetings of a committee, sub-
committee or group is automatically removed and replaced unless exceptional 
circumstances are agreed in advance with the Chairman of the relevant committee, 
sub-committee or group. 

5.11 Whilst attendance on committees, sub-committees and groups can be set by the 
Authority, legislation means the Authority is unable to deselect any appointed 
member from its main board who attends a minimum of one meeting every six-
months. The Task and Finish Group consider such a level of commitment as 
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inadequate for effective governance and suggest a new standing order is set to 
require the Chairman to automatically raise very poor attendance with the appointing 
body - either Defra or Northumberland County Council. 

5.12 The decision making area in which members have the greatest potential impact on 
the economic and social well-being of the residents of the National Park is that of 
development management. This is also a very technical area which requires a good 
understanding of planning policy and legislation. Therefore the new standing orders 
place a higher level of training and understanding of potential conflicts of interest. 
The Task and Finish Group consider these changes important to both improve the 
service provided to the customers (planning applicants, objectors and official 
advisers including planning staff) and to improve the quality and speed of decision 
making. 

5.13 The Task and Finish Group also recommend a number of other changes which 
ensure compliance with legislation such as a requirement to seek advice from the 
Monitoring Officer and for the Authority’s Quorum to be one-third. Other changes are 
made to make the Standing Orders easier to read and link to other related 
documents such as the member code of conduct. 

5.14 All key changes are identified in the report in italics and red (electronic version only). 

6. Next Steps  

6.1 The suggested changes are needed to ensure the new governance arrangements 
are effective for the 2014 Annual Meeting which means they could be effective from 
the date of the May Authority meeting. For the June Annual Meeting member job 
roles for each of the key member posts will be updated to take account of changes 
agreed at the May meeting. 

6.2 Changes to the Scheme of Delegation are proposed which take forward the findings 
of the October Policy Conference. Namely: 

 Reduce the Development Management Committee to 9 members; and 

 Reduce the Review Group to 6 members plus 2 independent members; 

6.3 The interim Head of Planning and Communities advises that the complexities and 
importance of a current major planning application (The Sill national landscape 
discovery centre) is such that no changes to the numbers of members on this 
Committee should be implemented until after the planning application is determined. 
Thus it is suggested the reduction in numbers on the Development Management 
Committee is made by the 1st January 2015 and not with immediate effect. 

6.4 In addition, the Governance Task and Finish Group propose the 3 members on the 
Chief Executive and Head of Department Performance Review Committee should be 
less connected with the corporate side of the Authority’s work by having the 
Chairman on the committee with the Chairman of the Review Group and another 
member. 

6.5 There are two other notable changes for business effectiveness. Both aim to improve 
development management function. The first suggested change is to ensure the 
Development Management Committee only receive planning applications for the 
Authority’s own work where that work would not be considered as a permitted 
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development right for a parish council or county council. Examples of this include 
footpath works on the Pennine Way or an interpretative sign in a car park at Ingram. 

6.6 The second change is to ensure that planning applications from members of staff and 
their spouse / partner are limited to those staff who could potentially influence the 
decision rather than every members of staff and their spouse / partner. This would 
bring the Authority in-line with other planning authorities within the region who do not 
operate a blanket approach to all their staff. 

6.7 For completeness of this exercise, it is important the constitution of the Sustainable 
Development Fund (SDF) Grants Panel (which formed part of the recent review of 
Action Areas, SDF and LEADER at the April Member Policy Conference) is 
concluded at the same time. There are no planned meetings of the SDF Grants 
Panel between now and the June Authority meeting and the review is now making 
progress. Therefore members are asked to note suggested changes to the 
governance of the current SDF Panel will put to the June 2014 Authority meeting in 
order to ensure they are legally robust and take account of the current SDF Review. 

6.8 Once the governance revisions have been made it is suggested the Authority 
commissions an independent review of its member allowances scheme. Members 
are asked to establish the parameters of the scheme and to consider using the 
Governance Task and Finish Group for detailed consultation with the appointed 
independent assessors. It is suggested that this assessment follow the previous 
reviews and be conducted by a national expert with support from a regional public 
sector corporate manager and a senior manager from an English National Park 
Authority. 

6.9 To complete the review of governance it is suggested that the staff and unions are 
consulted on a draft Member and Officer Working Protocol. This too will take account 
of the changes in governance and will be presented to the September National Park 
Authority meeting following a period of consultation and review.  

6.10 The Authority is advised to ensure its Standing Orders and Scheme of Delegation are 
reviewed at least every three years and that changes to the detail and number of 
additional member roles is adjusted annually. 

7. Conclusion 

7.1 The changes to governance proposed by the Governance Task and Finish Group 
reflect the priorities set at the Member Policy Conference in 2013 and the scale of the 
changes reflect Defra’s national review which also suggested a limited number of 
modest changes on how to improve local accountability of national parks. This report 
therefore concludes the vast majority of the work asked of the Governance Task and 
Finish Group. 

 

Contact Officer: 
For further information contact Stuart Evans, Head of Corporate Services and 
Monitoring officer on 01434 611527 or e-mail: stuart.evans@nnpa.org.uk   
 
Background papers  
None 


