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Item 4: Rural Development Task & Finish Group – Final Recommendations 
 
1. Purpose of Report 
  

To provide the Authority with the recommendations from the Rural Development 
Task & Finish Group on the Authority’s work on rural development. 

 
2. Recommendations  
 

The Authority is recommended to accept the recommendations of the Rural 
Development Task & Finish Group as detailed in 6.1 – 6.6 

 
3. Implications  
 
3.1 Financial 

 
The proposed changes to the Authority’s discretionary grants schemes will result in 
savings of £71,000 in 2015/16, £104,000 in 2016/17 and £114,000 ongoing for 
2017/18 and beyond. (See table 1 paragraph 6.3.3). 
 
The Rural Development Officer is in the current budget at £35,500 rising to £37,700 
over the 3 year plan. For as long as the post remains frozen this will generate in year 
savings (unless reallocated by Management), however this is not a budgeted saving 
until such time as a decision is made on the post.   
  

3.2 Equalities 
 

An equality impact assessment has been undertaken for the Authority’s current rural 
development work areas and there are no implications for protected groups arising 
from the changes proposed. 

 
4. Background 
 
4.1 The Authority has undertaken a comprehensive review of its work on rural 

development over the past two years.  The review process has consisted of both 
internal officer and member evaluations and discussions; including an evaluation of 
the Action Area fund, a member’s Policy Conference in 2013 and an independent 
external evaluation of the three discretionary grants funds of, Action Area (AA), 
Sustainable Development Fund (SDF) and LEADER by consultants 
RoseRegeneration. 

 
4.2 Following a number of interim reports to the Authority, members agreed at the 

December 2014 Authority meeting to set up a Task & Finish Group (T&FG) to 
complete the review by specifically defining what we mean by rural development, 
consider whether there is a future role for discretionary funding and to revisit our 
approach to community engagement and the governance of Action Areas. Three 
members; Cllr S Bolam, Ms F Gough and Cllr K Francis were nominated as members 
of the Rural Development T&FG plus officer attendance as required.  The Group met 
on five occasions with officers and has separately consulted with Ms J Davidson, Cllr 
A Sharp and Cllr C France, the current NNPA member representatives on the 
independent SDF Panel and the two Community Enterprise Officers. An interim 
report of the T&FG’s work was presented to the June 2015 Authority meeting setting 
out the early findings and direction of travel with an invitation to members to pass any 
further comments to the Group.  No additional comments have been received. 
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4.3 The T&FG completed its analysis of all the evidence from the wider review in July 

2015 and focused specifically on recommendations regarding a specific definition of 
rural development for the Authority, the future role of grants schemes and the 
Authority’s wider role in rural development. 

 
4.4 The T&FG felt that the question of governance of Action Areas was a wider issue 

affecting many aspects of the Authority’s delivery activity and should be considered 
separately at a later stage. 

 
5. Current position to September 2015 
 
5.1 Between 2002 and 2011, each National Park Authority in England was allocated a 

ring-fenced sum of circa £200,000 per annum from Defra to offer a dedicated 
Sustainable Development Fund (SDF).  In 2011/12 that dedicated funding came to 
an end and the SDF was absorbed into the overall National Park Grant Scheme.  At 
the same time the Government’s deficit reduction programme reduced the grant to 
the Authority.  From 2011/12 to 2014/15 the Authority provided an annual SDF 
budget of £125,000 from core funds and a further £75,000 for Action Area funding 
allocated across the four Action Areas making the total amount of discretionary grant 
funding each year £200,000.  The budget available for current 3 year budget plan 
was reduced to reflect the additional half post to make the Rural Development Officer 
full time as approved by the Authority in December 2014 and the removal of the 
income budget for loans which is no longer appropriate. The reduced discretionary 
grant funding budget over the current medium term budget is £122,000 for 2015/16 
and £154,000 in 2016/17 and 2017/18.  Note the 2015/16 figure is different because 
of the pull forward of budget. 

 
5.2 The SDF and Action Areas grants are principally delivered by two Community 

Enterprise Officers.  Applications for SDF are determined by a Grants Panel made up 
of three Authority members and up to six independent members.    

 
5.3 In order to manage the SDF the Authority employed a part-time officer.  In December 

2014 the Authority agreed to make this post a full-time Rural Development Officer 
post.  In January 2015 the part time officer left the Authority and the decision was 
taken to freeze the new post pending the outcome of this review.  

 
5.4 At the December 2014 meeting the Authority agreed to freeze its two discretionary 

grants funds; Action Area and Sustainable Development Fund for six months from 
the 1st April 2015. It was also agreed that the Authority should honour any 
commitments made in previous grant offers for spend in financial years 2015-16 and 
2016-17. The remaining unallocated AA and SDF funds have been included in the 
2015-16 and 2016-17 budget plans until the recommendations of the Task & Finish 
Group are considered by the full Authority.  

 
5.5 Recognising the reduction in work load of the Community Enterprise Officers (CEO’s) 

due to the freezing of AA/SDF schemes, it was proposed that they should begin to 
shift their work from AA and SDF grant administration to a wider enabling role. In 
addition these officers have been assisting with the development of the public 
consultation exercise for the review of the National Park Management Plan. 

   
5.6 Since April the CEO’s have been re-engaging with many of the community groups 

and businesses they’d previously worked with and making links with new groups and 
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businesses.  They have also provided assistance to groups seeking grant aid from 
other funders and made stronger links to other funding organisations.   

 
6 Task &Finish Group Recommendations 
 
6.1 Recommendation 1; adopt a specific definition of rural development for the 

Authority  
 

The T&FG recommends that the Authority adopts the following definition of rural 
development to help guide the work of the Authority: 
 
Rural Development aims to improve the quality of life and economic well-being 
of people living and working in the National Park whilst at the same time 
making a positive contribution to the statutory purposes of NNPA  
 
Our core focus is rural development activity that benefits the delivery of the statutory 
purposes, such as assisting land managers secure agri-environment funding that 
both contributes to their business and the environmental management of land within 
the park or supporting businesses or community groups that are providing facilities or 
products that are economically viable and might be beneficial to and attract visitors to 
the Park.  
 
It involves working closely with people living, working and running businesses within 
the Park as well as those based outside the Park but delivering services and 
activities within the Park.  With the aim of supporting these businesses and groups to 
ensure their economic and social viability and sustainability and thereby secure their 
contribution to the park purposes. 
 
Much of the work of the Authority contributes in some way to Rural Development. 
 
Example 1; the Authority’s support of a farm on Hadrian’s Wall to access Higher 
Level Stewardship has delivered improvements to a traditional hay meadow ( a 
priority habitat) and breeding areas for curlew (a Red data book species), key targets 
for the Authority’s work on the natural environment.  At the same time this has made 
the farm more attractive to visitors who use the self-catering cottage on the farm 
resulting in a more viable and diversified business. 
 
Example 2; enabling a local pub and restaurant to access LEADER funding for 
improvements and capital development has increased the viability of that business, 
created a more attractive tourist and accommodation facility on the edge of the Park 
and contributed to an increase in jobs in the area.  This kind of appropriate tourism 
development in and around the park helps the local economy and also retains local 
services and infrastructure that helps maintain communities, thus delivering the Park 
authority’s second Statutory Purpose and Duty. 
 
Example 3; the Authority’s lead in securing Gold Tier International Dark Sky Park 
status has been recognised by many across the region as being a very significant 
contribution to the tourism economy.  Targeted funding for businesses to learn about 
dark skies and develop their enterprises linked to Dark Sky Park status was 
managed by the Authority. This kind of focused programme of activity utilising 
external funding to deliver specific outcomes has proven very effective. 
 

6.2 Recommendation 2; Develop the NNPA role in facilitating rural development 
through advice and securing external funds. 
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6.2.1 The T&FG recommends that the Authority makes a shift in focus from being a grant 

provider to primarily a facilitative role supporting rural development activity within the 
Park and supporting groups and businesses to draw on external funding in support of 
their enterprises.  The focus of the Authority’s work in future should include more of 
the following: 

 

 Networking with other grant providers to develop contacts and knowledge of the 
wide range of other economic, business and community grants available; 

 Supporting businesses and communities through providing advice, facilitation,  
business planning, market information, research, competitor intelligence and 
support for applying for external grants; 

 Developing comprehensive knowledge of the businesses based in or operating 
within the Park and the community groups within the Park and gateway 
towns/villages (database); 

 Developing a streamlined communications mechanism to keep the above groups 
informed about opportunities and demonstrating what is being achieved with case 
studies and details of successes; 

 Monitoring the outcomes and outputs from grants (both internal and external) and 
the contribution they make to NNP purposes; 

 Developing applications for strategic external funds by NNPA/ partners/ private 
sector; 

 Exploring if voluntary or funded support for businesses and communities in areas 
such as skills sharing or mentoring might be helpful; 

 Maintaining good communications with Members, Parish Councils and others 

6.2.2 For such an enabling approach to work it is recognised that the Authority must be 
able to influence emerging policy and programmes in favour of rural development 
within the National Park. The Authority’s Leadership Team act as the principle 
advocates at a national and regional level to influence policy, the development of 
programmes and in securing external funding for rural development work. This 
includes representation on the North East Farming and Rural Affairs Network 
(NEFRAN), the North East’s Rural Growth Network (RGN) and engagement with the 
North East Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP). The T&FG commends this approach 
as complimentary to a more enabling approach. 

 
6.2.3 The T&FG were very keen to understand the national picture before making 

recommendations to the full Authority, including what other English National Park 
Authorities were doing with their discretionary funding schemes.  Only the North York 
Moors NPA retains an SDF however this is likely to be reviewed this year.  The New 
Forest NPA has a Sustainable Communities Fund but this is likely to be vulnerable to 
further cost saving measures. The majority of National Park Authorities are moving 
away from offering their own discretionary grants to more focused, externally funded 
programmes and facilitation services; e.g. the Yorkshire Dales NPA has recently 
been successful in drawing down funding from one of the Yorkshire LEP’s to help 
farm businesses with business planning.  This kind of targeted, externally funded 
scheme is becoming the most common way of working and is seen as being more 
effective at delivering specific national park outcomes. 

 
6.2.4 The T&FG considered the issue of whether we should charge for the advice being 

provided and concluded it was not appropriate at this time.  We want to provide this 
service selectively where it helps support businesses and communities that are 
contributing to NP purposes, there are many other generic business consultants in 
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the open market and there are issues of professional indemnity insurance that would 
need to be considered in providing business advice. 
 

6.3 Recommendation 3; create a new grant fund of £40,000 per annum 
 
6.3.1 The T&FG recommends retaining a small grant fund to be used to facilitate the 

preparation of bids or feasibility studies and to fund small enabling activities that 
might not be eligible for larger external programmes.  This will need to be kept under 
review and the CEOs will be well placed to understand if there are barriers to 
securing external funds such as finding match funding or where no sources of 
external funding can be identified for beneficial activity. Experience of such issues 
should be captured in the proposed Annual Report. 

 
6.3.2 Funding for rural development in and around the Park will soon be available from a 

number of sources including a new round of LEADER.  NULAG will launch their new 
round this autumn with just under £2million of funding to allocate over the next three 
years.  Additional schemes targeted at the land based-sector and for skills & training 
will come through other elements of the new Rural Development Programme for 
England (RDPE), including new Countryside Stewardship and the Rural Growth 
Network. The County Council’s Grants and Funding Service provides advice and 
access to other grant funding and the community enterprise officers should work 
more closely with them to provide access to grant funds such as the Community 
Chest, the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) and many more.   

 
6.3.3 The T&FG recognising both the pressure on future national park funding and the 

availability of other grants recommends reducing the Authority’s discretionary funding 
from £122,000 in 2015/16 (£47,000 of Sustainable Development Fund and £75,000 
of Action Area Grants) and £154,000 ongoing (£79,000 of Sustainable Development 
Fund and £75,000 of Action Area Grants) to a single grant scheme of £40,000 per 
year. The T&FG recommends releasing £20,000 for the remainder of the 2015-16 
financial year.  

 
 If the Authority approve this recommendation the resulting net budget savings over 

the 3 year medium term budget plan are £71,000, £104,000 and £114,000 
respectively. Table 1 sets out how the budget savings are arrived at and shows past 
expenditure for members information. *Note the budget allocation discounts any 
movements in budgets for the past 3 years to avoid confusion.  

  
 Table 1 

Historical 2012/13 
(£,000) 

2013/14 
(£,000) 

2014/15 
(£,000) 

Budget allocation 200* 200* 200* 

Spend  166 258 185 

    

Future 2015/16 
(£,000) 

2016/17 
(£,000) 

2017/18 
(£,000) 

Budget as per March 2015 122 154 154 

Less historical commitments to honour 31 10 - 

Less Revised budget proposal for new grants 20 40 40 

Budget Savings 71 104 114 

 
 
 
6.3.4 The fund will be: 
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 A single fund that is available across the Park  

 Used to facilitate activity that cannot be supported by any other external grants 
available; 

 Available to small businesses, start-ups, community groups; 

 Available to the above located inside the Park, gateway towns/villages, or 
delivering activities within the Park; 

 Administered by officers with grants limited to a maximum of £2,000 of grant as a 
fast paced, low value grants fund to stimulate activity.  

 Based on the Action Area administrative approach as these grants would be 
small and therefore low risk so light touch processes and quick decision making 
at Leadership Team level is appropriate 

 Providing members with the opportunity to input / comment through a fortnightly 
communication regarding pipeline projects. 

 Subject to annual themes /strategic priorities or targets set by members – these 
should steer proactive work and communications but should not preclude 
consideration of good applications for other activities, however generally 
proposals would need to align to those priorities.  

 Not available to NNPA internal projects – it should not apply to this fund for its 
own work 

 There may be occasions where an organisation or partnership approaches the 
NNPA for more significant funding for a project for which there is no apparent 
external funding or to provide match funding contribution to securing programme 
funds for distribution to businesses or communities e.g. Dark Skies equipment 
for businesses or transport provision – this should be dealt with as an exception 
through the normal processes for the NNPA Unallocated Projects Fund. 

 
6.4 Recommendation 4; Closure of the SDF Panel 
 
6.4.1 In view of the recommendation to offer a lower level of overall funding and relatively 

low value grants the T&FG do not see a need for an independent grants panel. The 
Authority will wish to thank the members and independent members of the SDF 
panel for their work up to April 2015 and confirm that the SDF panel will formally 
come to an end in September 2015. 

 
6.5 Recommendation 5; provide a regular grants funding update to members, and 

information on monitoring plus annual reporting and priority setting 
 
6.5.1 The T&FG looked very carefully at the need to improve communications between 

officers and members regarding “pipe-line” projects and confirmation of projects 
funded.  Recognising the value of member’s specialist and local knowledge and how 
this can help inform the allocation of grant funding, it is recommended that a regular 
fortnightly funding bulletin be sent to members.  The bulletin would include new 
enquiries, applications received/in pipeline, decisions made and up to date budget 
information.  The format would be similar to that currently used to inform members of 
planning applications.  Members would be invited to send any comments by a due 
date so that they can be considered together with all other evidence. Members would 
not be making the final decision on these small grants. 

 
6.5.2 An annual report summarising the types of projects funded, outputs and outcomes 

achieved and any lessons learned should be produced for members. This might also 
include whether projects supported in previous years have continued to thrive or 
have closed, wider outcomes achieved for economy or communities or delivery of 
NNP purposes. Members would then utilise this information to advise annually on 
any strategic priorities or focus for both grant funding and facilitation activity. 
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6.5.3 The Annual Report should also consider the impacts of the wider facilitation activity 
including the money brought into the Park through supporting third party bids for 
funds as well as any direct grant applications for Programmes of work. 

 
6.6 Recommendation 6: Freeze Rural Development Officer post  

(Budget £35,500 to £37,700 per annum over the 3 year medium term budget plan) 
 
6.6.1 The T&FG recommends maintaining the freeze on the vacant Rural Development 

Officer post until such time as the Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review 
has been completed and the implications for the Authority’s core grant from Defra is 
known. The Executive should also consider the future roles of the Community 
Enterprise Officers and the use of external contract/ short term resources bought in 
specifically when required, when considering the need for this post. 

  
7. Conclusion 
 
7.1 The Authority has undertaken a comprehensive review of its work on rural 

development including internal and external consultation, evaluation and discussion. 
A dedicated member/officer T&FG has looked at all of the evidence, taken account of 
the wider regional and national rural development funding context and trends in other 
English national parks, and finally set this against the potential need for further 
budget reductions following the governments’ current Comprehensive Spending 
Review.  

  
7.2 The T&FG concurs with the general findings of the review as previously presented to 

the Authority in a number of interim reports, namely that the Authority has been very 
successful in encouraging rural development and specifically in administering 
discretionary grants schemes that have generated positive social and economic 
activity in and around the park. However at a time of diminishing resources the NNPA 
should focus more on its role as an advocate and enabler than as a direct grant 
giver.  A small discretionary grants fund that is bureaucratically light and easily 
administered and can act as seed corn funding to stimulate communities and 
businesses should be maintained. There is a need to better communicate with 
members to utilise their specialist and local knowledge. The T&FG recognise the 
huge contribution that both Authority members and independent members of the SDF 
Panel have made in the past to the administration of this fund.    

 
7.3 As the RDPE and all of its associated funding programmes, including LEADER are 

being rolled out the Authority should utilise its reduced resources to help target the 
use of this funding and help communities and businesses within the Park secure 
external funding.  At times this will mean the Authority leading to fill gaps in rural 
development provision, including, e.g. bidding for external resources from the LEP as 
in the Yorkshire Dales NPA example above. The overall ambition is to be a truly 
enabling authority that acts as an effective advocate for rural development in the 
Park and efficient conduit to funding and advice. 

  
Contact Officer: Andrew Miller (Head of Programmes and Conservation) 
Telephone: 01434 611525    e-mail: andrew.miller@nnpa.org.uk 
Background papers: RoseRegeneration Report 
  


