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 Item: 7  Rural Development Review 
1. Purpose of Report 
 

  
1.1  To update members on necessary changes to the governance arrangements for the 

Sustainable Development Fund and to seek a steer on the review of the Authority’s 
work on rural development. 
 

2. Recommendations  
 
2.1 The Authority is recommended to: 

a) Note the progress of the Rural Development Review and outcomes from the 
Policy Conference 

b) Adopt the proposed principles in paragraph 7.2 
c) Agree to the changes to the Terms of Reference of the Sustainable 

Development Fund Grants Panel as detailed in 8.3  
 

3. Implications 
 
3.1 Financial 
 

 There are no immediate financial implications.  Detailed proposals will be brought 
back to the Authority and financial implications considered at that time.   

 
3.2 Equalities 
  

 An Equality Impact Assessment has been undertaken for the Authority’s current 
Rural Development work areas and any proposed changes resulting from this review 
will be reassessed. 

 
4. Background 
 
4.1  The Authority’s Corporate Plan 2013 - 2014 included a target to commission a review 

of its rural development work. The review has been timed to coincide with the ending 
of the 2008 -2013 Northumberland Uplands LEADER programme and ahead of the 
development of the next Local Development Strategy for the Northumberland 
Uplands and review of the National Park Management Plan, both planned for 2014.  
The review initially focused on the three discretionary funding programmes and an 
independent evaluation was undertaken by external consultants, Rose Regeneration. 

 
4.2 This external review looked at both the outputs/outcomes from the funding streams 

and some of the process around the operation of the programmes.   
 
5 Rural Development Activity Review 
 
5.1 The total amount of grant given out to businesses and communities in and around 

the Park between 2009 and 2014 was £3,156,559: 
 

• £426,395 of grants through the Authority’s Action Area funds   
• £712,000 of Sustainable Development Fund grants  
• £2,018,164 of grants given out by Northumberland Uplands LEADER  
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5.2 The Review found that all three funds had made a major contribution to the National 
Park duty and a contribution albeit smaller in scale to the two purposes of the Park. 
This was evidenced by both the distribution of grants and the views of project 
respondents to the evaluation surveys in terms of the range of outcomes they have 
delivered.   

 
5.3 The detailed interface between the field officers at the National Park who promote all 

three funds and the SDF Officer and LEADER Coordinator roles, the establishment 
of the Young Northumberland Programme and the arrangements for the operation of 
the LAG (and SDF Panel) including interviewing project applicants and enhanced 
team working activities, were highlighted in the review as good practice. 

 
5.4 The final report from Rose Regeneration highlighted a number of potential areas for 

consideration alongside these examples of good practice, including how the different 
schemes might be more closely aligned. The area considered worthy of greatest 
consideration is the relationship between SDF and LEADER.   

 
6. Member’s Policy Conference 
 
6.1 In April 2014 members considered the Authority’s role in rural development at a 

Policy Conference and discussed some of the findings of the Rose Regeneration 
report. In particular, members debated whether rural development is still a priority for 
the Authority, especially with fewer resources and if so how best to deploy those 
resources? The initial conclusions of the conference were: 

 
• Rural development is still a priority both as a way of delivering our Duty under the 

1995 Environment Act but also critically in supporting the delivery of both of our 
Statutory Purposes. Members were however keen that we better define what we 
mean by “rural development”. 
   

• On the subject of resource allocation members were open to a shift in the 
balance between offering discretionary grants and providing expertise and 
facilitation by officers (what members described as a “bridging role”), echoing the 
findings of the Rose Regeneration report in terms of the “value added”.  In 
addressing directly the issue of reduced staffing and the current pressure on the 
remaining officers, members were clear that we should look again at the balance 
between staff and discretionary budgets and that they were happy to reduce 
budgets and increase staff resources.  

 
• It was also clear from the discussions that members felt they could contribute 

more and that there is a need to review member input to communication, advice 
and decision making with regards to rural development work. 
 

• On the question of the new environmental land management scheme (NELMS), it 
was agreed that the service we currently provide free to farmers and other land 
managers through our farming officers and specialists in order to enable them to 
access such schemes is excellent value for the park as it delivers so many 
outcomes. This facilitation and ability to influence will become even more 
important in the next round of agri environmental schemes as access to NELMS 
becomes more targeted.  It is unlikely that we will be able to maintain the 100% 
coverage of farmed land currently in Environmental Stewardship and so other 
ways of assisting farmers and land managers will need to be explored. 
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• Regarding discretionary funding programmes, members were supportive of 
continuing to provide both AA and SDF in 2014-2015 because of the absence of 
LEADER this financial year.  If the Northumberland Uplands Local Action Group 
is successful, with the Authority’s support, in securing LEADER funding for 2015 - 
2020 then the Authority should review its own discretionary funding programmes 
and specifically the need for SDF.  

 
7 Initial proposals in response to the outcome of the Policy Conference 
 
7.1 In response to the Rose Regeneration Report and the subsequent guidance from 

members at the Policy Conference it is proposed that the Authority finalises its review 
of rural development work by December 2014 and implements any new 
arrangements by April 2016. This will enable the Authority to take account of the 
outcomes of the NULAG public consultation and joint preparation of a new Local 
Development Strategy for the Northumberland Uplands, and the outcome of the bid 
to Defra for a new round of LEADER funding beginning in 2015. 

 
7.2 In line with member’s advice to look at the balance between staff and discretionary 

funding and based upon the assumption that NULAG will be successful in securing 
LEADER funding for 2015 – 2020, it is proposed that the following broad principles 
be adopted in developing detailed proposals for future rural development activity: 

 
• Look to review the need for a separate SDF fund 
• Re-examine the level of AA funds required going forward 
• Look to enhance the Authority’s ability to support and enable rural development 

activities with local businesses and communities 
• Enhance the Authority’s role in commissioning new rural development projects 

and initiatives 
 
These broad principles could create a net annual saving to the Authority and at the 
same time create a more focused use of resources that balances “bottom up” needs 
of communities with strategic commissioning based on evidence gained from the 
current round of public consultations. 

  
8. 

8.1 During the Authority’s recent Review of Governance it became clear that the Terms 
of Reference of the Sustainable Development Fund (SDF) Grants Panel requires 
amending. The most up to date legal advice is that only officers or members of the 
Authority can make decisions on the allocation of the Authority’s discretionary grant 
funding.   

Governance of SDF 

8.2 The Independent SDF Panel was set up initially under guidance from Defra when the 
SDF budget was allocated separately to the National Park Authority’s Core Grant.  
This is no longer the case and the discretionary funds currently allocated through the 
SDF Panel come from the National Park Authority’s Core Grant and therefore are 
subject to the Authority’s governance arrangements. The advice is that so far as the 
SDF panel is concerned: 

• the general principle is that any independent members co-opted onto a 
decision making committee will be non-voting. Therefore, unless the 
committee is a purely advisory committee, they will have no voting rights.  
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The authority for this is s13 Local Government and Housing Act 1989, which 
is applied to the NPA by the Environment Act 1996, schedule 7, para 13(2).’ 

8.3 It is therefore proposed that a change is made to the SDF Panel’s Terms of 
Reference which currently says that the SDF Panel; make funding decisions for 
the Sustainable Development Fund to, make recommendations on decisions for 
the Sustainable Development Fund. 

9. Conclusion

9.1 In February 2014 the Authority commissioned an external evaluation of the three 
discretionary funding programmes, Action Area, SDF and LEADER by consultants, 
Rose Regeneration.  The outcome of this evaluation confirmed the value of the 
Authority’s rural development work and provided evidence of good practice along 
with recommendations to consider some alternative approaches in the future. 

  

9.2 The Authority discussed these recommendations at a Policy Conference in April 2014 
and provided guidance to officers to inform the overall review of its rural development 
work.  The next steps are to consider any additional views from the current public 
consultation on the Northumberland Uplands Local Development Strategy and an 
evaluation of the prospects for the next round of LEADER funding and hold further 
discussions with key stakeholders such as the SDF grants panel. 

9.3 It is proposed that the review of rural development be completed by December 2014 
and final recommendations will be brought back to the Authority at its December 
Authority meeting.  In the meantime it is necessary to revise the Terms of Reference 
of the Sustainable Development Fund Grants Panel in order to comply with current 
legal advice and updated Governance Arrangements for the Authority. 

 

Contact Officer: 

For further information contact Andrew Miller, Head of Programmes and 
Conservation on 01434 611525 or e-mail: andrew.miller@nnpa.org.uk  
 
Background papers 
April 2014 Rural Development Policy Conference paper  
Rose Regeneration Report 2014 
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