
Item 1: Defra Governance Review - Northumberland National Park Authority  

 
Northumberland National Park Authority: 15 August 2012 Item 1: Page 1 of 9 

Item 1. DEFRA GOVERNANCE REVIEW - NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK 
AUTHORITY 

 
1.  Purpose of the Report 
 
1.1  To seek the views of the members of Northumberland National Park Authority as a 

result of the request from Defra officials.  

2.  Recommendations 

2.1  The Authority is recommended to: 
a) Endorse the decision of the Chairman to seek the views of key partners;  
b) Discuss the Authority’s draft response (which is the subject to 

consultation with partners) as outlined in paragraph 6.2.; and 
c) Authorise the Chief Executive, in consultation with the Chairman and 

Deputy Chairman, to  finalise the Authority’s response should the 
consultation responses prove inconsistent with the Authority’s draft 
response. 

 
3.  Implications 
 
3.1 Financial 

Due to the currently 18 month delay in Defra’s review of governance of National Park 
Authorities, any future reduction in number of members of Northumberland National 
Park Authority from 22 to 18 is unlikely to occur within the medium-term financial 
plan. In any event, the additional costs of running direct elections could overshadow 
any savings from reduced numbers of appointed members. Thus the Authority is 
advised the financial implications cannot be realistically included within the medium-
term budget plan. 

3.2 Equality 

 The recommendations in the report amount to a restatement of the Authority’s 
previous position and as such do not have any further equality implications.  

4. Background  
 
4.1  In Autumn 2010, Defra asked all the English National Park Authorities to consult 

locally and respond to Defra’s review of governance which aimed to improve local 
accountability of national parks. In the winter of 2010 the Authority undertook a 
comprehensive consultation exercise. In February 2011 the Authority held a special 
meeting to provide timely advice to Defra on the results of this governance exercise 
including the Authority’s advice on the number of members for Northumberland 
National Park Authority. 

4.2  Members will recall that most consultees did not

  

 see the number of members of the 
Authority as a significant issue. The Authority thought that, in face of the 30% cut in 
core funding from Defra and in light of its experience in operating for 15 years as a 
stand-alone authority, its membership could be reduced to 18 members. Defra’s 
stated aim was to conclude this governance review in March 2011. This timetable 
has slipped. 
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4.3  In Spring 2012 Defra consulted further on the suggestion of having members directly 
elected to National Park Authorities. In May 2012 Northumberland National Park 
Authority responded positively in-principle to Defra’s proposition (see Annex 1). The 
Authority raised the issue of ensuring value for money from holding elections for an 
electorate drawn from less than 2,000 residents. The Authority also restated its 
desire for 18 members: 

• 6 County Council appointments made on geographical closeness to the national 
park; 

• 6 secretary of state national appointments; and 

• 6 parish council appointments (including any directly elected members). 
 

4.4  In July 2012, Defra officials asked that Northumberland National Park Authority (and 
only Northumberland) should advise the Minister if 18 is still the right number of 
members. Defra officials would like Northumberland to explore if it could be better 
managed with less board members because: 

i. The resident population is just 2,000; and 

ii. Following local government reorganisation Northumberland is managed by one 
unitary council replacing the previous seven councils. 
  

4.5  Defra have essentially requested that Northumberland National Park Authority should 
explain how many members it needs and why. 

5. Approach 

5.1  The Authority is advised that there would be little added value from undertaking 
further widespread consulting on the proposals from Defra officials detailed on 
paragraph 4.4. Firstly because the previous consultation demonstrated this issue was 
not considered material by virtually all consultees. Secondly, Defra have indicated 
that any proposal the Secretary of State produces will be subject to public 
consultation this autumn.  

5.2  Instead, members are asked to determine their response to Defra based on a timely 
local consultation with key partners such as Northumberland County Council, the 
Northumberland Association of Local Councils, Natural England and the Parish 
Councils in the national park.  

6. Suggested Response 

6.1  In order to meet the deadlines set by Defra and receive feedback from our key 
partners, the Chairman has approved the following draft position for consultation. It is 
based on the previously stated position of the Authority. 

6.2  The previous position for a new board of 18 members (down from 22) for 
Northumberland National Park Authority remains unchanged. The reasons for 
that are: 

a. National Members 6 

Northumberland National Park is the size of the average English National Park. It 
has at least the same level of challenges to address and opportunities to realise 
as other English National Parks. The need for national appointees from the 
Secretary of State should therefore be no different to the average national park 
authority.  
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For example, Northumberland has a unique range of cultural assets including the 
most spectacular area of the Hadrian’s Wall World Heritage Site and the 
challenge of managing the conflicting interests of the Otterburn Ranges military 
training area. In addition, we understand that our national park is a key asset in 
combating climate change as the area of peat-land stores more climate change 
gasses than any other national park in Europe. 

Thus it seems fair and logical that Northumberland should have at least the same 
number of national appointments as other English National Park Authorities, that 
is, no less than six (see Annex 2). 

b. Local Authority Members 6 

Prior to local government reorganisation Northumberland National Park Authority 
had 12 local authority members. Since local government reorganisation the 
number of local authority members reduced by 50% to six. The Authority believes 
Defra’s request that local authority members should be reduced following local 
government reorganisation has already been met in full.  

Northumberland is one of the very few rural unitary councils in England. The 
unitary council’s councillors have to undertake all the functions of district and 
county councils and often in individual wards which are a similar size to whole 
councils in other parts of England. To place more demands on a smaller number 
of democratically elected councillors seems a retrograde step and one unlikely to 
improve management of the national park authority or enhance local 
accountability. 

c. Parish Council including Directly Elected Members 6 

As part of previous governance reviews the Authority was keen to maintain 
equality between all three types of appointees – national, county and parish. 
Hence six parish appointments was seen as the correct number for such a 
balance.  

With a resident population of less than 2,000 it would seem on first inspection 
that Northumberland might not require as many directly elected or local parish 
council members as other English National Park Authorities.  

However, the boundary for Northumberland National Park was deliberately 
skewed to exclude all the local villages and gateways towns to the national park – 
unlike all other national parks. Previous consultation demonstrated that residents 
close to the national park boundary believed they had a very strong cultural 
affinity to the national park including for work and leisure. The changes 
Northumberland has suggested to Defra, which would ensure all parish council 
representatives have an obvious and discernible interest in the national park, 
would provide the ideal solution for Northumberland’s local circumstances. 

Furthermore, as part of introducing new legislation to make English National 
Parks more locally accountable, a proposal to reduce the number of the most 
locally appointed members would seem to be counter intuitive. 

6.3  Defra have confirmed that they do not know of any evidence or research to share 
with the Authority to support their proposition for a further reduction in the number of 
members. In the absence of new evidence or research, the Authority is advised that 
their response, as described in paragraph 6.2, is a restatement of the Authority’s 
previous position. This previous position was evidence based and drawn from 
extensive consultation. 
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6.4  Due to Defra’s very tight timescale, the Chairman has authorised circulation of the 
Authority’s draft position with a request for a response by 24th

6.5  As a result of previous consultation responses from parish councils and the unitary 
council, we expect the appointing bodies to support the Authority’s draft position. 
Should these responses be consistent with the draft position, members are asked to 
authorise the Chief Executive to finalise the response to Defra following consultation 
with the Chairman and Deputy Chairman. Should the responses raise significant 
inconsistencies then members will be asked to determine the final response at their 
12

 August 2012. The 
Authority is asked to endorse this action. 

th

7. 

 September 2012 meeting. This plan of action will enable the Authority’s final and 
definitive position to be submitted to Defra within timescale.  

Conclusion

7.1  Within the last 18 months the Authority has been required to review governance 
arrangements six times. Once to respond to the 30% reduction in core funding; twice 
to address changes to the Standards regime made by the Department for 
Communities and Local Government; and three times by Defra regarding more local 
accountability for national parks. It is important that all these requirements are met 
with reasonable and well researched responses to ensure the long-term 
management of Northumberland National Park is cost-effective, appropriate to local 
circumstances and protects the national interest. 

  

 

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  

 
Item 1. Local Governance Arrangements for Northumberland National Park Authority,  
16th February 2011, National Park Authority Special Meeting. 

  

http://www.northumberlandnationalpark.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/145098/full_authority_special_meeting_16thfebruary2011item1localgovernanceconsultation.pdf�
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Annex 1 

‘Consultation on Changes to National 
Park governance’ 
Direct Elections  
Q1. Do you agree that we should legislate to allow for the possibility of directly elected 

members to English National Park authorities and the Broads Authority?  
If you disagree, is this because you believe:  
a) the Parks already have sufficient local accountability,  
b) other – please explain.  
 
Yes, Northumberland National Park Authority (NNPA) agrees with the concept of 
elections as a means of securing local accountability. 
 
Northumberland National Park, with a resident population of just under 2,000, 
may not offer very good value for public money from direct elections were Defra’s 
estimated costs (£100,000 to £300,000) to be found to be accurate. 
 
 

Q2. Do you agree with the principle of accommodating directly elected members into an 
Authority by making a corresponding reduction across the local authority and/or 
parish seats, to maintain the overall size?  
If you disagree, is this because you believe:  
a) an authority’s membership should be increased to accommodate any directly-

elected members,  
b) the category of ‘national’ members should be used as well as local authority 

and parish members to accommodate directly-elected members,  
c) other – please explain.  
 
Yes, NNPA agrees with the principle. This is agreed on the basis that NNPA 
envisages a decrease in membership to at least 18 and that future membership, 
prior to the introduction of direct elections, would create equal numbers of county, 
parish and secretary of state members e.g. 6, 6 and 6. 
 
 

Q3. Do you agree with the general approach to these elections described in paragraph 
3.10?  
If you disagree, please explain your reasons.  

 
Yes. 

 
Q4. Do you think that any direct elections to National Park authorities and the Broads 

Authority should be:  
a) combined with other elections where practicable,  
b) held separately,  
c) other – please explain.  

 
 Yes, NNPA believes it would be far better to be combined with the existing 
combined parish and unitary council elections 
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Q5. Do you agree that we should trial direct elections to evaluate their efficacy before 

taking a view as to whether they should be rolled out across other National Park 
Authorities and the Broads Authority?  
If you disagree, is this because you believe:  
a) direct elections should be implemented without piloting,  
b) other – please explain.  
 
Yes, because to fully implement in 2013 is too early to ensure an effective and 
efficient process is put in place. 
 

Q6. Do you agree with these proposals on eligibility to vote and the electoral system?  
If you disagree, please explain your reasons. 
 
Yes, first past the post seems to be the consensus opinion amongst the UK 
electorate. 
 

Q7. Do you agree that we should place no geographic limitations on where a candidate 
for election to a National Park Authority can live?  
If you disagree, is this because you believe:  
a) candidates should live within the Park,  
b) other – please explain.  
 
Yes. The existing legislation for NNPA stipulates two of our Secretary of State 
members should either live in or work in the National Park. Thus NNPA believes 
the elected candidates should have a demonstrable direct connection with the 
National Park. This would then be consistent with existing statutory requirements 
and ensure local accountability. 
 

Q8. Do you think that any particular restrictions should be placed on who can stand for 
directly elected seats (over and above the general restrictions applying to all 
members)? If so, please explain what those restrictions should be.  
 Yes, it is important that some members are not treated unequally by being 
provided with two and perhaps three different avenues to become a national park 
authority member. Thus existing county and parish members should be excluded 
from direct elections to NNPA. 
NNPA does not believe restrictions should be placed on ex-members as all 
should be treated equally. 

Q9. Do you agree that any nomination for candidacy to become a National Park member 
must be subscribed by 10 people eligible to vote in such an election?  
If you disagree, please explain your reasons.  
 
Yes. 

 
Q10. Do you agree that, for the purposes of direct elections only, a Park should be 

arranged into wards, corresponding to the number of members to be directly 
elected?  
If you disagree, is that because you believe:  
a) the poll should be ‘Park-wide’,  
b) there should be multi-member wards,  
c) other – please explain.  
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 Yes – two wards to ensure we have North and South wards. Because this is 
how communities tend to settle and organise themselves. The dividing boundary 
would be consistent with the previous boundaries of the district councils and 
existing county councillor boundaries. 

 
 
Secretary of State appointing parish members  
Q11. Do you agree that the Chair of NALC (the National Association of Local Councils) 

is best placed to replace the Secretary of State in the role of appointing parish 
members?  
If you disagree, is this because you believe:  
a) Secretary of State should retain this role,  
b) a different office-holder/body should undertake this role – if so, please explain 

which office-holder/body and why,  
c) other – please explain.  

 No, we believe that the option of using the existing local authority structure 
should also be considered. Namely: 

• The Chief Executive / Returning Officer for Northumberland County Council 
(unitary council covering all Northumberland National Park); or 

• The Chief Executive of Northumberland National Park Authority. 

Q12. Do you agree that the rule disqualifying parish councillors from taking a parish seat 
if they are also members of an appointing district/county/unitary authority should be 
enshrined in legislation?  
If you disagree, please explain your reasons.  
Yes. 
 
Political balance  
Q13. Do you think that the requirement on local authorities to have regard to political 

balance when appointing three or more members to a National Park authority 
should be:  
a) removed completely from NPA appointments,  
b) removed only when it prevents a local authority from appointing a local 

member, as encouraged in the 1995 Act,  
c) amended in some other way (please specify),  
d) kept in its current form.  
 
NNPA supports the move to geographical appointments only i.e. to over-ride 
the existing requirement for county-wide political balance being applied to the 
much smaller area of the national park. This change would ensure greater local 
accountability. 
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Enabling non-parish councillor eligibility for parish seats  
Q14. Do you agree that we should amend the Environment Act 1995 to allow the 

Secretary of State to allow parishes in individual, subsequently named, NPAs the 
option of appointing non-councillors to NPA’s, where the NPA supports the idea?  
If you disagree, is this because you believe:  
a) parish members should always be councillors/chairs of parish meetings,  
b) it should be possible in all NPAs for parishes to select non-councillors as 

National Park members,  
c) other - please explain.  
 
Yes, on the condition that the parish appointed member is a person with a clear 
and demonstrable link to Northumberland National Park either through where 
they live or their place of work. This would be consistent with current statutory 
requirements for local Secretary of State appointed members to NNPA. 
 

Q15. Do you agree that, where this extension of eligibility is applied, eligibility for the 
parish seats should be based on eligibility to stand as a parish councillor?  
If you disagree, please explain your reasons.  
 
We disagree, 85% of our parish council populations are outside the national 
park. We believe the better test to ensure local accountability is that explained in 
Q14 above i.e. the current statutory requirements for local Secretary of State 
appointed members to NNPA. 

 
 

Limit to the maximum term of appointment for members  
Q16. Do you agree that there should be an eight year limit on the period which local 

authority, parish, and directly elected members, as well as national members, can 
serve on a National Park authority?  
If you disagree, is this because you believe:  
a) there should be no limit to the length of service of local authority and/or parish 

and/or directly elected members,  
b) there should be a different limit to the length of service of local authority and/or 

parish and/or directly elected members (please specify),  
c) other – please explain.  
 
No, NNPA believes there should not be a limit of membership terms of office. 
NNPA believes all members should be treated equally. 
 
 

Q17. Do you think local authority, parish, and directly elected members reaching the 8 
year membership limit for NPAs should be:  
a) eligible to be considered alongside new nominees immediately,  
b) required to wait for a specified number of years before being considered for 

nomination (please specify),  
c) other – please explain. 
Other, NNPA believes there should not be a limit of membership terms of office. 
NNPA believes all members should be treated equally. 
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Annex 2 
 

NPA BOARD COMPOSITION 
 
PARK TOTAL 

NUMBER 
LOCAL 
AUTHORITY 
APPOINTEES 
 

SECRETARY 
OF STATE 
APPOINTEES 

SECRETARY 
OF STATE 
PARISH 
APPOINTEES 

BRECON BEACONS 24 16 8 Welsh Assembly appointees 

BROADS  21 9 12 (inc 2 from navigation board) 

CAIRNGORMS 19 7 7  5 (Community) 

DARTMOOR 22 12 6 4 

EXMOOR 22 12 6 4 

LAKE DISTRICT 22 12 6 4 

LOCH LOMOND & 

THE TROSSACHS 

17 6  6 5 (Community) 

NEW FOREST 22 12 6 4 

NORTH YORK 

MOORS 

22 12 6 4 

NORTHUMBERLAND 22 6 10  6 

PEAK DISTRICT 30 16 8 6 

PEMBROKESHIRE 

COAST 

18 12 6 Welsh Assembly appointees 

SNOWDONIA 18 12 6 Welsh Assembly appointees 

SOUTH DOWNS 27 14 7 6 

YORKSHIRE DALES 22 12 6 4 

 
 


