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Item 10. REVIEW OF THE NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK AND COUNTY 

JOINT LOCAL ACCESS FORUM 

 

1.  Purpose of the Report 
 
1.1  This report sets out the findings of the review of the Northumberland National Park 

and County Joint Local Access Forum and sets out recommendations for the future 
approach of the Authority to delivering the statutory Local Access Forum for the 
National Park.  

2.  Recommendations 

2.1  The Authority is recommended to endorse the recommendations of the review 

as set out within sections 9.2, 9.9 and 9.13 of the report.  

 

3.  Implications 

 
3.1 Financial 

 Savings in the JLAF budget have already been realised as part of the budget 
reduction exercise and are detailed in the report under paragraph 7.3 of this report.  
The future operation of JLAF, as recommended in this report, is affordable within the 
medium term budget plan. 

3.2 Equality 

 An Equality Impact Assessment has previously been undertaken on the Access and 
Recreation work area.   

An Equality Analysis of the options set out in this report has been undertaken and 
will be reported to members at the meeting. 

4. Background  
 
4.1  The main driving force for the review of the current arrangements of providing a Joint 

Local Access Forum (JLAF) is the significant cut in the resources of the 
Northumberland National Park Authority.  However as a result of the need to review 
the financial cost to the Authority of the JLAF it was considered appropriate to 
broaden the scope of the review to consider other issues, the review has therefore 
covered 3 main issues:  

 Budget cuts have reduced the level of administrative support available for the 
JLAF therefore need to review how JLAF is administered, and in doing so 
establish the actual cost of the JLAF to the Authority; 

 Review the current effectiveness of the JLAF  and explore opportunities to 
improve the way in which it delivers its statutory functions – including assessing 
the relationship between the JLAF and the National Park Authority and other 
‘section 94(4) bodies’ i.e. those bodies who the JLAF are statutorily required to 
give advice; and 

 Consider whether it is still appropriate to have a joint Local Access Forum for the 
whole of the County or whether a National Park only Local Access Forum would 
be a more effective use of limited resources. 
 

4.2  The context of the review is also informed by the importance the government places 
on the role of Local Access Forums.  In April 2011, Richard Benyon, Minister for 
Natural Environment and Fisheries wrote to all Local Access Forums.   
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The letter identified that since being established Forums have improved and evolved, 
and that he feels there is still considerable flexibility and scope for individual forums 
to work in ways that are most suited to their specific local circumstances.  The letter 
highlighted that there is a need for all bodies receiving advice from Forums to be fully 
aware of their statutory status and role, as well as the value of their advice.   
 

4.3  The letter goes on to stress the central role of access in achieving many of the 
government targets on health and promoting more sustainable rural communities 
and that it is also important in helping people engage with the natural environment.  
This was echoed in the Natural Environment White Paper, published in June 2011.  
Richard Benyon sent a further letter to Local Access Forums in February 2012.  This 
highlighted strong support for changes that had been proposed to improve the 
information flow between Forums, Natural England and Defra.   

5. Statutory Requirements for the Appointing Authority 

5.1 National Park Authorities are required under the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 
to have a Local Access Forum.  Government provides funding to meet the cost of 
running the Forums through grant paid to local authorities.  There is not a specific 
amount identified within the grant to cover the costs, it is for appointing authorities to 
ensure that they set aside adequate financial and administrative resources for 
running the forum, which must meet at least twice per year.   
 

5.2 Appointing authorities are required to employ a secretary responsible for the 
administration of the Forum.  The secretary can be appointed on a part time basis, 
may be an existing employee who can come from a relevant department of the 
authority or committee services.  Regulations require Forums to have at least 10 and 
a maximum of 22 members, and these members should be representative of: 

 Users of the local rights of way or open access land (e.g. walkers, horse riders, 
cyclists); 

 Owners and occupiers of access land or land over which local rights of way 
exist; or 

 Any other interests, especially relevant to the appointing authority’s area (e.g. 
tourism, nature conservation, education, heritage). 

 
5.3 Appointing authorities must ensure a reasonable balance is maintained – what is 

reasonable may depend on local circumstances.  There is no requirement for Forum 
members to live within the area covered by the Forum.   

6. Statutory Role of Local Access Forums 
 
6.1 Local Access Forums are advisory bodies.  Section 94 of the Countryside and Rights 

of Way Act defines their statutory function which is to ‘Advise as to the improvement 
of public access to land in the area for the purposes of open-air recreation and the 
enjoyment of the area, and as to such other matters as may be prescribed’.  In 
addition the legislation requires Forums to have regard to: the needs of land 
management; the desirability of conserving the natural beauty of the area; and 
guidance given by the Secretary of State. 

 
6.2 It is a statutory function of Forums to give advice to the appointing authority and 

bodies – known as section 94(4) bodies, which include - government departments, 
Natural England, Forestry Commission, English Heritage; Sport England and Parish 
Councils. 
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6.3 The advice given by Forums to the section 94(4) bodies should fall within one or 
more of the following categories: Improvement of recreational public access to land 
in the area and/ or public access to land in the area for any other lawful public 
access.  This is intended to enable Forums to advise on functional or utility access 
issues, which may include using a right of way to get to work, school or local 
amenities.   

 
6.4 Forums are able to provide advice to others such as landowners, the police or 

transport providers.  Whilst it is not the statutory function of Forums to advise such 
third parties it would be open to the Forum to recommend that the appointing 
authority (or other statutory body listed above) engage with these people/ bodies e.g. 
that the appointing authority discuss issues with a landowner or local police. 

 
6.5 The section 94(4) bodies are required to have regard, in carrying out their functions 

to any relevant advice given to them by a Forum.  ‘Having regard’ means that 
although not bound to follow such advice they are legally required to take it into 
account when carrying out their functions.   

 
6.6 Legislation requires Forums to be consulted, or provided with information, in a 

number of specific circumstances of which the notable ones are before: 

 Giving or reviewing a long-term direction to exclude or restrict access to access 
land; 

 Preparing or reviewing a rights of way improvement plan;  

 Making byelaws in respect of access land. 
 

7. Delivery of the JLAF – Current Arrangements 

7.1 Since the requirement for the establishment of Local Access Forums the National 
Park Authority has delivered this jointly with Northumberland County Council.  The 
administration for the JLAF is provided by the National Park Authority with financial 
and professional support from the County Council.  

7.2 JLAF currently has 18 members, and they have 4 meetings per year across the 
county, of which 3 normally include site visits – all administered by the JLAF 
Coordinator.    In addition to the full JLAF meeting, there are 2 sub groups – no 
administrative support is now provided for these.  There is input to the work of the 
JLAF from the NNPA Access and Recreation Officer.   

7.3 The JLAF Coordinator Role is an element of a wider Committee Administrator Role.  
When established the JLAF Coordinator was identified as half of a full time post, but 
as a result of other corporate demands over the last two years it has not had this 
level of staff resource.  The JLAF Coordinator has advised that the level of time 
available for JLAF work began to reduce in 2008, by 2010 it had reduced to 1 day 
per week, and in 2011 she only had time to administer meetings – equating to 
around 30 days per year.  The costs set out in Table 1 reflect these changes in 
resourcing levels. 
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Table 1 – JLAF Costs 

    2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 

 Allocated Budget   £    7,400   £    6,500   £    6,500   £    4,600  

 Actual spend   £    6,263   £    3,586   £    2,039   £    1,832  

   Mileage   £    2,474   £    2,021   £    1,167   £        656  

   Other travel   £        263   £         27   £        300   £        107  

   JLAF conference   £        200   £            -   £            -   £            -  

   JLAF meetings   £    2,064   £       871   £        412   £    1,069  

   Recruitment   £        642   £       367   £        160   £            -  

   Minibus hire   £        620   £       300   £            -   £            -  

 Income from NCC  (£5,000) (£5,000) (£5,000) (£5,000) 

 JLAF Administrator time   £    9,360   £    6,500   £    3,900   £    3,660  

 Access & Recreation Officer 
time   £    1,920   £    1,920   £    1,920   £    1,848  

 Head of Department Time 
(from 11/12 only)         £        904  

            

 Estimated Cost to NNPA   £  12,543   £    7,006   £    2,859   £    3,244  

 

8. Process for the Review 

8.1 In addition to gaining a clear understanding on how much the Authority spends on 
the administration of the JLAF, a key element of the review was to obtain the views 
on the operation of the JLAF from the main stakeholders.  Therefore, a review 
document was prepared and circulated in November 2011.  This provided some 
background to the review, background to Local Access Forums – their statutory role, 
responsibilities of appointing authorities, and 28 questions which were linked to the 
main issues for the review.  The table below highlights who the review document was 
sent to and the level of response from each group: 

 

 Number of responses received 

JLAF Members (21) 8  (plus 3 former JLAF members) 

NNPA Members (21) 3 

NNPA Officers 3 

Relevant NCC Officers/ Councillors 2 

Section 94(4) bodies – NE, FC, EH, SE, 
Parish Councils  

7 

Others – 2 AONBs, NE LAF Coordinator 3 

 29 

 
8.2  In addition, other National Park Authorities were contacted to ask about 

arrangements for the administration of their Local Access Forums – a summary of 
this is attached at appendix 1.   

9. Findings of the Review 

Issue 1 - Review how JLAF is administered to reduce costs to the Authority: 
9.1 From the information provided as part of the review the administration of the JLAF 

has identified that both actual spend from the JLAF budget and level of 
administrative support provided has reduced significantly over the last 3 years – 
(Refer to Table 1). 



Item 10:  Review of the Joint Local Access Forum  

 

Northumberland National Park Authority: 13 June 2012 Item 10: Page 5 of 9 

 
9.2 Further suggestions for cost reductions have been made as part of the review: 

 Reduce the number of National Park Authority Members on the JLAF to one, it is 
currently at two; 

 JLAF Members organise the detail of site visits – administrative arrangements by 
JLAF administrator; 

 Reduce from 3 site visits per year; 

 Only undertake recruitment every 2 years – currently annually. 
 
9.3 Whilst the above suggestion may yield modest savings, currently it is considered that 

the significant cost savings have already been realised and the above actions may 
be required to contribute to managing costs in future.  It is therefore recommended 
that no further cuts are required to the administration of JLAF – although there are 
opportunities for smaller cost savings and reduction in demand for administrative 
support which should be implemented. 

 

Issue 2 - Review the current effectiveness of the JLAF and explore 

opportunities to improve the way in which it delivers its statutory functions: 
9.4 Strategic Advice - Through the review questionnaire respondents were asked a 

number of questions about the role and effectiveness of the JLAF in delivering its 
statutory functions.  From the responses there was a lack of clarity over the priorities 
for the JLAF, particularly amongst the S94 (4) bodies, this could be partially related 
to the lack of awareness of the JLAF.  The majority of JLAF members considered the 
priorities were set out within the Rights of Way Improvement Plan.  The only example 
of strategic working of the JLAF provided within the responses was the input to the 
Rights of Way Improvement Plan.  This finding should not suggest that the JLAF is 
not doing good work, but if it is, this finding suggests that it is not being clearly 
captured and communicated. 

 
9.5 Membership - Another issue that has previously been raised by Authority members 

and others, and was also highlighted through the review was the balance of 
membership, specifically the lack of land owners/ managers on the JLAF.  A 
particular concern has been the absence of landowners within the National Park on 
the JLAF. Through discussions with JLAF members, it is understood that the level of 
interest from land owners/ managers has fluctuated since the establishment of the 
JLAF, with a lot more interest in the early years.  The level of interest could also be 
linked to the lack of awareness of the JLAF and understanding of its priorities.  It is 
accepted that the landowner representation on the JLAF is low, however, this is not 
considered to be necessarily detrimental to the work of the JLAF, for example, 
landowners have been engaged when there is a specific issue to be addressed and it 
may be that such specific input is seen as more relevant and meaningful by 
landowners.  

 
9.6 Relationship with S94 (4) bodies - With regard to the relationship between the 

appointing authorities and the S94(4) bodies, as explained above, Forums are 
required to give advice on the improvement of recreational public access land.  
Responses tended to focus on the relationship between the JLAF and the appointing 
authorities.  There appears however to be a good relationship with the Forestry 
Commission, probably as a result of the Forestry Commission being a member of 
JLAF.  There was limited information provided to highlight influence on other S94 (4) 
bodies. 

 
9.7 Relationship with appointing Authorities - The responses highlight a changing 

relationship between the JLAF and the appointing authorities, and it is understood 
from discussions with JLAF members that this has changed over time.   
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9.8 What is clear from the responses provided is that, apart from the input to the Rights 

of Way Improvement Plan there are no examples of JLAF providing advice to the 
appointing authorities. From the few National Park Authority Members and Officers 
that responded there is a lack of awareness of the role of JLAF. 

 
9.9 In order to seek to address the issues raised above, it is considered the following 

points should be recommended to the JLAF to be implemented.  However, it should 
be noted that as the JLAF is independent of the Authority, the Authority cannot 
require these suggestions to be implemented, but it can provide assistance to the 
JLAF to deliver these: 

 It is considered that the JLAF need to clearly state their priorities, even if this is 
repeating elements of the Rights of Way Improvement Plan, and clearly 
communicate them, and their statutory functions to S94(4) bodies; 

 In addition to identifying priorities the JLAF should state how it will deliver these 
priorities, report when it does deliver and promote its work; 

 Review the structure of the Annual Report – linking clearly to the agreed 
priorities; and 

 JLAF could consider how it regularly communicates to S94 (4) bodies identifying 
progress against delivering its priorities; 

 It should be made clear that when members of JLAF are undertaking activities on 
behalf of JLAF and when they are undertaking activities in a personal or other 
capacity.  This is particularly important in respect of lobbying activities. 

 
9.10 Relationship with the National Park Authority - In addition to providing the secretariat, 

a number of officers within the Authority have, since its establishment, provided a link 
between the Authority and JLAF.  The Authority has also, on occasion, consulted 
with the JLAF, for example, in the development of the National Park Management 
Plan. 

 
9.11 Nevertheless, the Authority’s NPAPA assessment of November 2010 found that 

“7.8 The Authority needs to be clearer about its relationship with the JLAF.  
There is a well structured JLAF which is classed (by the Authority) as a key partner 
and is administered by the NPA on a cost shared basis.  However, the Authority 
appears to be less well involved with its work that it might be, particularly in using it 
as a reference body”.  
 

9.12 It is clear in discussion with officers within the Authority and members of JLAF, and 
from the responses received in the review that there are matters to be addressed 
which could enhance the relationship between JLAF and the Authority. 
 

9.13 As an appointing Authority, it is considered that the following recommendations 
should be implemented by the National Park Authority: 

 With regard to membership, it is considered that JLAF should continue to have a 
specific target to recruit members that represent land owner/ manager interests 
and through the recruitment process highlight the benefits to them of 
membership. When undertaking recruitment, a specific focus should be to 
encourage National Park residents to join the JLAF, with the intention of 
recruiting at least one resident to serve on the JLAF.  

 There is an opportunity for the Authority to use the JLAF to independently audit 
its proposals e.g. a starting point for this could be that the Head of Planning, 
Conservation and Communities seeks input from the JLAF in advance of 
preparing the Corporate Plan so there can be a discussion about access 
priorities – however the JLAF needs to identify its priorities in order for this to be 
of value; 



Item 10:  Review of the Joint Local Access Forum  

 

Northumberland National Park Authority: 13 June 2012 Item 10: Page 7 of 9 

 JLAF should be made more aware of the work programme of the Authority and 
could input to relevant areas; and 

 There should be a formal mechanism for feedback from JLAF meetings to the 
Leadership Team and the wider Authority, where relevant, via the Head of 
Planning, Conservation and Communities; 

 

Issue 3 - Is it still appropriate to have a JLAF or would a National Park only 

Local Access Forum be a more effective use of limited resources: 
9.14 Through the consultation there was limited support for the suggestion to create a 

separate Local Access Forum for the National Park.  Three options have been 
identified for consideration by the National Park Authority:  

 
Option 1 - Withdraw from the JLAF and create a National Park Only Local Access 
Forum 

 
9.15 It is considered that this option has the following advantages: 

 Focus on issues relevant to the National Park 

 May increase relevance to Authority Members/ Officers 

 May represent a more attractive proposition for National Park residents and 
landowner membership 

 
9.16 It is considered that this option has the following disadvantages: 

 The LAF would need to have a minimum of 10 members, and the Authority may 
struggle to get a range of interests for a National Park only LAF, it could end up 
with the same members on each LAF; 

 Duplication of work; 

 It could cost the Authority at least £5,000 pa more (i.e. loss of Northumberland 
County Council contribution); 

 Access is a strategic issue – it does not stop at the National Park boundary; 

 Confusing to the public; 

 Forum could become too focused on specific issues with less consideration of 
more strategic issues:  

 Loss of joint working between the Authority and Northumberland County Council 
– influence on wider county issues could be diminished; 

 Northumberland County Council officers would be required to attend both – 
resulting in greater costs for the public. 

 
Option 2 - Retain the JLAF, and implement the recommendations set out in sections 
9.2, 9.9 and 9.13 to seek to improve the effectiveness of the JLAF  

 
9.17 It is considered that this option has the following advantages: 

 Reduced costs – to both appointing authorities; 

 Benefits of joint working with the County Council to deliver a strategic issue that 
does not stop at the National Park boundary; 

 Opportunities to clarify the role of the JLAF; 

 Authority can utilise skills of JLAF members to assist the Authority to deliver its 
statutory access responsibilities;  

 
9.18 It is considered that this option has the following disadvantages: 

 More resource required from JLAF members to organise site visits and to 
implement the recommendations in 9.9 to increase awareness. 
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Option 3 - retain the JLAF, administration transferred to the County Council with the 
Authority paying a contribution towards the costs 

 
9.19 It is considered this option has the following advantages: 

 Reduce time commitment of Authority staff - although the Access and 
Recreation Officer would still be expected to input as required. 
 

9.20 It is considered this option has the following disadvantages: 

 May make JLAF even more distant from the work of NNPA; 

 Could actually cost more i.e. estimated cost to NNPA is currently only £3,000, 
whereas the County Council may require a greater minimum contribution. 

 

10. Conclusion  

10.1 The NNPA is required to have a Local Access Forum under Section 94 of the 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act. 

10.2 It is therefore recommended that the Authority retain the JLAF and pursue together 
with NCC the implementation of the recommendations within this report.  

10.3 This review highlighted a number of opportunities to focus the priorities and enhance 
the role of JLAF, whilst necessarily limiting costs. 

Contact Officer: 

For further information contact Tony Gates, Chief Executive (National Park Officer)  
on 01434 611514, e-mail: Tony.Gates@nnpa.org.uk or Lorna Lazzari, Access and 
Recreation Officer on 01434 611538, e-mail: Lorna.Lazzari@nnpa.org.uk  
 

Background papers  
None 
 

mailto:Tony.Gates@nnpa.org.uk
mailto:Lorna.Lazzari@nnpa.org.uk
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Appendix 1 Summary of NPA LAFs 

NPA NPA 

only or 

Joint 

No. of 

meetings 

Location/ Timings Site Visits Working Group LAF Secretary  

Dartmoor NPA 
only 

4 HQ - evening 1 annual training – half 
day 

Yes Yes 

Exmoor NPA 
only 

2 Different Parish each 
meeting - evening 

1 per year in May Yes, just 
established 

Joint – Assess Officer/ 
Member Services Officer 

Lake District NPA 
only 

4 (may 
reduce to 

3) 

Alternate with north and 
south of NP on bus routes 
Winter meet in afternoon 
Summer in evening 
Changing to daytime for all 

Ad hoc basis – in the 
morning, if required 

Consultation sub 
group 

Yes 

New Forest NPA 
only 

4 1 central location – very 
occasionally in other 
locations.  Meetings in the 
morning 

1 per year Yes, variable 
number of 
meetings 

Access Officer acts as 
Forum Support Officer, 
with member of Business 
Services Team to take 
minutes 

North York Moors NPA 
only 

4 3 at HQ, 1 elsewhere in 
the NP – all held in the 
morning 

1 afternoon tied in with 
meeting held out in the 
NP 

Minimal – once or 
twice per year to 
look at specific 
theme/ 
consultation 

Yes 

Peak District NPA 
only 

4 HQ – very occasionally 
elsewhere 

Occasionally 8 per year Access and Rights of Way 
Manager – someone else 
employed to take minutes 

Yorkshire Dales 
 
 

NPA 
only 

3 Previously held at various 
venues in the NP – all will 
now be held at HQ 

Limited going forward 7 Advisory 
Groups looking at 
specific themes 

Access Development 
Officer (approximately half 
of role) 
 

Northumberland Joint 
with 
NCC 

4 Different locations across 
the County (minimum of 
one meeting in NNP each 
year) 

3 each year (half day) 
afternoon visit followed 
by meetings 

2 Working 
Groups (North 
and South of the 
County) 

Yes – NNPA Committee 
Services Officer (currently 
1 day per week) 

 


