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Item 5: Review of the Complaints Procedure 

1. Purpose of Report 

a. This report proposes an update to the Northumberland National Park Authority 
Complaints Procedure to streamline the process and bring into line with other 
National Park Authorities and Local Authorities  

2. Recommendations 

Members are recommended to 

a. Reduce the internal complaints process stages from three to two; 
b. Adopt a time limitation for making a complaint of 12 months maximum; and 
c. Approve the overall scheme as detailed in Appendix 1 

3. Implications 

a. Financial 

There are no financial implications within this report. 

b. Equalities 

There are no equalities implications within this report. 

4. Background 

a. Members of the public can make complaints about the service they receive from the 
National Park Authority. The process for making complaints is publicly available on 
the Authority’s website. 

www.northumberlandnationalpark.org.uk/about/the-authority/making-a-complaint/ 

b. There are four stages of the complaint process. Three are internal: 

i. Stage 1 Written complaint to the relevant manager 

ii. Stage 2 Unsatisfactory complaint response responded to by the relevant Head 
of Department 

iii. Stage 3 – Final internal response to the complaint from the Monitoring Officer, 
although since 2012 all have been addressed by the Chief Executive.  

c. If the complainant is still not satisfied with the response then they can contact the 
Local Government Ombudsman who will investigate the complaint. This is the 
fourth and final stage. 

d. Since 2007/08 the Authority has responded to the following number of complaints; 

23 Stage 1 

11 Stage 2 

  3 Stage 3 

  3 Stage 4 

e. The procedure of the Monitoring Officer undertaking all Stage 3 complaints was not 
followed with one being undertaken by the Chief Executive and the other two 
referred straight to the Local Government Ombudsman.  All Stage 3 and Stage 4 
complaints relate to planning matters. In two cases the Local Government 
Ombudsman found fault with the Authority. As a result a single window was fitted 
with obscure glazing and an internal validation process was amended. The third 
complaint referred to the Ombudsman was dealt with via a Judicial Review instead.  

http://www.northumberlandnationalpark.org.uk/about/the-authority/making-a-complaint/


Item 5:  Review of the Complaints Procedure 

 
Northumberland National Park Authority 
Meeting 14 December 2016   Item 5: Page 2 of 4 

 

f. The Authority’s Complaints Procedure has not been updated for a number of years 
and predates the creation of a smaller management team following the 2012/13 
staff re-organisation The review therefore aims to learn from the past, create a new 
process which suits the current staffing structure whilst learning from other National 
Park Authorities.  

g. The review concentrated on the general Complaints Procedure. The process which 
applies to complaints relating to members was reviewed in July 2012, following the 
introduction of the Localism Act and the abolition of the national Standards Boards. 
It is felt that this process is still robust and requires no amendment. The process for 
reporting a breach of planning permission is also outside the public complaints 
process and it too is considered fit for purpose. 

5. Proposed Changes 

a. It is proposed to reduce the internal stages of complaint from three to two. This is 
achieved by ensuring the Head of Department or the relevant manager respond in 
person to all Stage 1 complaints (typically 2 per year) and the Head of Department 
(not the same as Stage 1) or Chief Executive responds in person to all Stage 2 
complaints (typically 1 per year). 

b. The Local Government Ombudsman will not accept complaints in which the matter 
relates to actions which took place more than 12 months ago, unless the 
complainant can provide very good reasons why the problem was not apparent until 
more than 12 months later. The alignment of the Authority’s processes with that of 
the Ombudsman service is suggested as a sensible approach. 

c. The updated wording of the proposed Authority’s Complaints Procedure can be 
seen at Appendix 1 to this report and, subject to approval, will be available on the 
Authority’s website. 

6. Conclusions 

a. The proposed changes will streamline and simplify the existing processes. For 
people with unaddressed complaints they believe have not been adequately 
addressed the new process will enable them to go to the Local Government 
Ombudsman in a shorter time frame. 

 

Contact Officer: 
For further information contact Therese Burgess, Corporate Support Manager on 01434 
611516 or e-mail: therese.burgess@nnpa.org.uk  
 
Background papers  
None 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE 
(For Website) 
 
 
Complaints Procedure 
 
 
Definition of a Complaint 
 
A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction, however made, about the standard of 
service, action or lack of action by the National Park Authority or its staff, affecting an 
individual or group. The complaint needs to be made within 1 year of you first becoming 
aware of the problem, unless there are good reasons for your delay in becoming first aware 
of  the problem. 
 
The Authority has a separate procedure for complaints regarding members of the 
Authority (link) and for complaining about a breach of planning permission. (link) 
 
How to complain 
 
In the first instance, a general complaint or comment should be taken up with the person or 
manager responsible for the service being complained about. This gives them the 
opportunity to consider the issue and make an appropriate response. 
 
A general complaint or comment can be made in person, in writing, via email or over the 
phone. 
 
We acknowledge, however, that there may be times when you wish to question or challenge 
a decision or procedure, or when you may feel that the standard of service is not what you 
would expect.  
 
 In these circumstances, we have a formal complaint procedure which should be followed. 
 
A formal complaint should be made in writing to ensure the Authority has a clear and correct 
understanding of the issues involved and to avoid misinterpretation. 
 
Complaints should be addressed to: 
 
Corporate Support Office 
Northumberland National Park Authority 
Eastburn 
South Park 
Hexham 
NE46 1BS 
 
or via email: complaints@nnpa.org.uk 
 
Stage 1 
 
The relevant Manager/Head of Department will investigate your complaint and report their 
findings to you in writing within 20 working days of receiving the complaint. If a delay is likely, 
you will be kept informed. 
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Stage 2 
 
If you feel that this response has not dealt correctly with the points raised in your complaint, 
you can, within 28 days of receipt of a written response, ask the relevant Head of 
Department / Chief Executive to review the matter. This should be in writing and set out 
clearly which parts of the response you are not happy with, and the reasons why you 
disagree with the response. We would expect to respond within 20 working days.  
 
The Head of Department / Chief Executive will have the option of referring complaints to the 
Authority’s Standards and Appeals Committee for confirmation of his/her findings. This may 
be done at any stage and may involve a delay beyond 20 days in the final response. If a 
delay is likely, you will be kept informed. 
 
The Local Government Ombudsman 
 
If you feel, after you have complained to the Authority, in line with the above procedures, that 
you are not happy with the way your complaint has been dealt with, you may wish to refer 
your complaint to: 
 
The Local Government Ombudsman 
PO Box 4771 
Coventry 
CV4 0EH 
 
Tel No: 0300 0610614 
On line form available at www.lgo.org.uk/making-a-complaint 
 


