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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE 
  

NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY STANDARDS 
COMMITTEE  

 
WEDNESDAY 16 MAY 2012 from 0900 to 1030. 

 
NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK HEADQUARTERS, HEXHAM 

 
Present:   Mrs K Monaghan (Chairman), Dr K McLeod , Dr T Kelly, Cllr A Sharp 

Cllr P Straker , Mr A Mitchell,  Mr R Cornall 
       
In Attendance:   S Evans, Head of Corporate Services; S Ovens and H Wilson, 

Newcastle City Council; M Hume, Corporate Support Officer 
   
1. Welcome and Apologies for Absence 
 

Mrs Kate Monaghan (Chairman) welcomed members and Mr S Ovens and Ms H 
Wilson, Legal Advisors from Newcastle City Council, to the meeting. 

 
2. Minutes of Standards Committee Meeting 9 May 2011  
 

It was noted that Dr K McLeod had been present at this meeting and with the 
inclusion of this amendment, the Minutes of the meeting held on 9 May 2011 were 
proposed by Cllr A Sharp, seconded by Dr T Kelly and signed by Mrs K Monaghan, 
Chairman.  

 
The Minutes of the Standards (Assessment) Sub-Committee held the same day at 
1430 were approved by Dr T Kelly.  It was noted that Dr K McLeod had attended that 
meeting which was chaired by Dr Kelly as Mrs K Monaghan had tendered her 
apologies. 
 

3. Standards Committee Annual Report 
 

The Chairman commented that though it had been a quiet year for standards issues, 
with only one complaint and one meeting, it had been a significant year of upheaval 
and change for the Authority.    
 
S Evans advised the Panel that he was now the Authority’s Monitoring Officer with 
expert legal advice and support provided by the legal advisers.   
 
S Evans advised that, following a tender process exercise, the Authority had 
dispensed with the services of Northumberland County Council for legal advice for 
Authority and Development Management matters and appointed Newcastle City 
Council in their place.   S Softly, Chief Legal Officer/Monitoring Officer was replacing 
S Ovens, Head of Corporate Law; H Wilson would provide daily advice as required on 
Monitoring Officer issues; and T Sunter on Development Management matters.     
 
S Evans informed the committee on the government’s enforced budget cuts, resultant 
staff losses and the impact on, and implications for, the work of the Authority going 
forward. 
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4.  Update on Standards Committee Legislation and Options for the Future 
 

Members noted the contents of S Evans report ‘The Localism Act 20111 – Updates 
on Standards Committee Legislation and Options for the Future’ which included the 
draft Member Code of Conduct.  
 

 S Ovens provided an overview of legislative changes arising from the Localism Act 
2011 explaining that though this Act, in effect, scrapped the existing standards 
regime, there remained a need for a Member Code of Conduct consistent with  the 
seven ‘Nolan’ principles of public life.   The national Standards Board ceased from 31 
March 2012 with the new standards regime coming into force from 1 July 2012.  
Whilst there was still a statutory duty to maintain high standards in public life and 
have a Member Code of Conduct, authorities now had more discretion in both 
preparing their own Code (as there was no longer a statutory model to follow) and 
deciding how complaints against members should be dealt with.   
 
S Ovens commended the draft Member Code of Conduct prepared for the Authority 
by S Evans who explained that he had drawn on other models prepared by the Local 
Government Association, the Department for Communities and Local Government, 
the Welsh Government and four other national parks authorities, whilst taking 
cognisance of National Park statutory purposes, the Sandford principle, the seven 
Nolan principles and equalities issues when drawing this up.  S Ovens said it was 
sensible to develop a consistent Member Code of Conduct suitable for the Authority’s 
specific role and added that the sanctions for dealing with breaches of the Member 
Code of Conduct would, in future revert to the old common law rights e.g. censure of 
a member by the Authority.   
 
S Ovens explained about the wider discretion to investigate complaints and breaches 
of the Code of Conduct now available to the Authority and, accordingly, he advised 
there was now no need for a Standards sub-committee as its duties could now be 
dealt with by the Authority’s Monitoring Officer.   
 
S Ovens added that, though there was now no need for a formal Standards 
Committee with independent members, he advised it was sensible to have a 
committee to deal with complaints and breaches of the Member Code of Conduct and 
therefore, a combined Standards and Appeals Committee was being suggested 
which was an amalgamation of the Standards Committee and the Staffing Appeals 
Panel. S Evans said he hoped this would reduce costs and administration 
requirements in the future.   
 
S Ovens said the Government had, at the last moment, conceded there was a need 
for independence in the process and had made provision for every authority to 
appoint at least one statutory Independent Person who would not be a member of the 
committee but who would offer independent advice to the Monitoring Officer, any 
member who was the subject of a complaint or the Authority.    
 
S Ovens referred to the existing declarations of interest provisions and advised 
members the Government intended, from 1 July 2012, to replace these with a new 
concept, the ‘Disclosable Pecuniary Interest’ (DPI). He explained there would now be 
a requirement for each member of the Authority to disclose and register any DPIs 
within 28 days of appointment in a register maintained by the Monitoring Officer; and, 
when attending a meeting, to declare any DPI not registered at that meeting and 
again, notify the Monitoring Officer within 28 days so the interest could be added to 
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the register.  Failure to declare a DPI could be a criminal offence which could result in 
a police investigation and a fine.  A member with a DPI would not be able to 
participate in any related discussion at a meeting or vote.  He explained there were 
more opportunities, however, to apply for dispensations. 
 
S Ovens said the DPIs were still to be defined by Government regulations yet to be 
published but it was known they would include “...interests held by both a member 
and his/her “partner – i.e. spouse or civil partner, or any person with whom the 
member is living with as such...”.  He believed the DPIs would be quite widely 
defined, with organisations having discretion to add extra registerable interests 
through their own Code of Conduct if they so wished.   
 
The Chairman thanked S Ovens for summarising the new procedure for standards 
issues so succinctly and opened the floor to questions from members.    

 
 A member asked about planning complaints, which were the most common type 

received by the Authority, in relation to the DPI declaration, especially if the member 
was a parish councillor.  S Ovens advised that until the definitions of DPIs were 
known he could not give precise advice. The Chairman reminded members that 
anything agreed at the meeting would be subject to the definition of DPIs being 
published sometime in July 2012.   
 
An independent member advised that Authority members will require training in the 
new legislation, preferably in simple terms, and to be clear on what they need to do to 
prevent them straying inadvertently into a ‘criminal offence’ scenario.  The member 
added that the possibility for criminal conviction for people in public office was severe.  
S Ovens re-assured the committee that legal planning advice/training will be as 
helpful as possible, with advice provided on how to interpret the new guidance on 
standards once all details had been confirmed by central government.    
 
S Evans re-iterated the process he had undertaken to reach the Authority’s Draft 
Member Code of Conduct, advised that the Chief Executive (National Park Officer)  
wanted members to consider the inclusion of the Authority’s Culture and Values 
Statement in the Member Code of Conduct and in addition tabled a draft Terms of 
Reference for the new committee.  
 
Recommendations in the report 
 
The committee addressed the ten recommendations ‘a to j’ contained in S Evans’ 
report and noted they were not in any order of priority. 
 
An independent member suggested that a new Member Code of Conduct required 
consistency and preparation in tandem with other national park authorities. 
Furthermore, the new Planning Regulation System changes may lead to future 
complications with regard to standards issues, therefore the Authority had to be 
aware of this.   
 
A member asked how membership of the merged Standards Committee and Staffing 
Appeals Committee would be defined and who would undertake the roles in the new 
committee, suggesting that the Chairman and Deputy Chairman and the Chairmen of 
Development Management and Authority Review Committees should not be called 
upon. S Evans explained that these members, along with any lead or champion roles, 
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would be ‘conflicted out’ of membership of the new Standards and Appeals 
Committee on occasion. 
 
A member sought clarification on the role of the Independent Person.  S Evans said it 
was proposed the Standards and Appeals Committee would comprise four Authority 
members and no independent members but that one Independent Person would be 
appointed to provide autonomous advice, who would not be a member of the 
committee.  S Ovens said an independent member of the current Standards 
Committee was eligible to apply for the role of Independent Person.   
 
S Ovens added that as the new Standards and Appeals Committee would be a 
decision making committee, any co-opted member would have no voting rights  under 
general local government legislation.   He also pointed out the difference between a 
complaint against a member and an officer grievance and that the Independent 
Person could only be involved when there was a complaint against a member and 
other policies were in place for dealing with staff grievances.    
 
The committee discussed the composition of the new Standards and Appeals 
Committee and recommended a membership of five with a quorum of three (as a 
member could be ‘conflicted out’ or even the subject of a complaint) and that the 
division be two Secretary of State members and three local authority members 
(parish or council) with one Secretary of State member to be part of the quorum.  
 
It was agreed that the Independent Person would not be a member of the new 
committee and would not give advice on staffing appeals matters. There was a need 
to agree how the Independent Person would give advice as it was seen that 
impartiality was a key factor in maintaining the integrity of this role.  The committee 
suggested that consideration should be given to a reserve independent person solely 
for standards work.  S Ovens recommended that a reserve should not be appointed 
as it would be difficult to keep this person ‘in the loop’ if the committee only met 
infrequently and very few complaints were received.   
 
The Chairman asked S Evans about recruitment of the Independent Person and was 
advised that as the Authority was recruiting for independent members for the 
Authority Review Committee it might be sensible to recruit for the Independent 
Person simultaneously.  S Ovens expressed caution that the two roles should not be 
interlinked and that the role of the statutory Independent Person should not be 
combined with the wider scrutiny of the Authority as this may prejudice the role of the 
Independent Person. He reiterated that current Standards Committee independent 
members could apply to become the Independent Person and though legislation said 
the post must be advertised, there was no need for a press notice.    
 
Referring to the Member Code of Conduct S Ovens suggested adding a codicil 
stressing the need to update the Register of Members  Interests whenever they 
changed as a measure of good practice, even though this was not required by the 
legislation, and to remind members of their responsibility to advise the Authority of 
and changes to their circumstances in this regard.   
 
The committee debated the inclusion of the Culture and Values statement into the 
Member Code of Conduct.  S Ovens advised this should not be included in the Code 
of Conduct at this stage.  However, it was agreed to include this as an extra 
recommendation ‘k’ in the report to the Authority and that the wider member 
complement be asked to consider whether or not to include the Authority’s Culture 



 

Standards Committee 
Date 16 May 2012 

 

 

 
Northumberland National Park Authority 
Minutes of the Standards Committee 16 May, 2012 Page 5 of 6 
Ratified by the Standards and Appeals Committee 15 August 2012 

and Values statement as part of the Member Code of Conduct or to be adopted 
outwith this by members.  
S Evans noted requests for changes to wording in the draft Code of Conduct: 
 

 A member said they were pleased to note the Sanford principle had been applied 
to the draft Code of Conduct and pointed out, with regard to sustainable 
development, the phrase ‘... and near to ....’ was unnecessary as our duty ends at 
the National Park boundaries and with the residents of the Park.  S Evans agreed 
to re-draft the sentence accordingly i.e. ‘....communities and businesses in the 
National Park and communities and businesses in and near to the Park...’  

 

 A member asked that the term ‘constituents’ (as in ‘constituents case work’) be 
changed to ‘residents case work’ and this was agreed. 

  
An independent member observed that the draft Code of Conduct was a ‘solid’ 
document but was keen to ensure members were clear about what they were signing.  
S Ovens pointed out that ancillary material would be provided especially relating to 
DPI’s for clarity before members were asked to sign the Code of Conduct.   
 
Members agreed the recommendations in the report ‘a to j’ and requested an addition 
of an extra recommendation ‘k’ to be included in the report to the Authority Annual 
Meeting in June  
 
‘...that the wider member complement be asked to consider whether or not to include 
the Culture and Values statement as part of the Member Code of Conduct or to be 
adopted outwith this by members....’ 

 
5 Urgent Business 
 

 S Evans tabled a draft Standards and Appeals Committee Terms of Reference. 
 
Changes were recommended and agreed as follows: 

 membership of five made up of two Secretary of State and three local authority; 

 quorum of three including one Secretary of State member;  

 Independent Person not a member of the Standards and Appeals Committee; 

 Committee not Panel. 
 

Cllr A Sharp proposed the amendments seconded by Dr T Kelly.   
 
6 Any Other Business 
 

a) Report Para 8 ‘Arrangements for Dealing with Misconduct Complaints’: members 
noted, though appeals would no longer be allowed under the new standards 
system for member complaints, it was up to individual authorities  how they 
approached such issues; more discretion given to the Monitoring Officer in dealing 
with complaints;  and the extra responsibilities afforded to both the Monitoring 
Officer and Independent Person in dealing with complaints.  

 
b) Report Para 8.13 ‘Action in finding a breach of the Code’: S Ovens pointed out that 

common law powers would be used according to individual cases.  The committee 
were satisfied with the content of this paragraph of the report.  Referring to 
grievances, they noted that whilst there was no right of appeal, a grievance could 
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be reviewed elsewhere and a report made to the Standards and Appeals 
Committee.   

 
c) Training: Members requested training in the new legislation after 1 July 2012 for all 

Authority members.     
 
Cllr A Sharp proposed a vote of thanks to Mr Ovens for his helpful guidance and advice 
throughout the meeting.  The Chairman endorsed this and thanked the members of the 
Standards Committee for their input over the years.   
 
The meeting closed at 1030.  
 
 
 
 
Signed:     ....................................................................................   Date ...................... 
 
 (Mel Whewell, Chairman of Standards and Appeals Committee)  


