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 Item 3  QUARTER 1 BUDGET AND PROJECT PERFORMANCE UPDATE 2012/13 AND  

   2012/13 TO 2014/15 MEDIUM TERM BUDGET PLAN UPDATE 
 

1.  Purpose of the Report 
 
1.1  This report informs members of the Authority of the overall budget position and project 

performance, at the end of the first quarter of the 2012/13 financial year and reports 
changes made to the budget plan since the June 2012 budget plan update report.  

2.  Recommendations 

2.1  The Authority is recommended to: 

a) note the contents of the report; and   

b) note the changes to the budget plan as set out in section 7 of the report. 

 

3.  Implications 

 
3.1 Financial 

It is too early in the financial year to predict with any accuracy the effect on the year 
end outturn of the issues raised in section 4 of the report.  This will be provided in the 
half year budget and project performance update in December 2012.  

The effect of the changes as detailed in paragraphs 7.2 to 7.5 are summarised in the 
updated budget plan table at paragraph 7.6. The additional call on financial resources 
over the budget plan period is £47,500 with £38,400 from unallocated reserves and 
£9,100 from the Sill earmarked reserve. The ongoing budget requirement at the end of 
the 2014/15 is £10,700. 

3.2 Equality 

There are no equalities implications in this report.  

4. First Quarter 2012/13: Financial Performance  
 
4.1  The first quarter results for 2012/13 show a net underspend of £87,500. This is made 

up of:  

 £52,100 net underspend against the first quarter profile of the non project 
budgets, including staff and related costs; and 

 £35,400 net underspend against the first quarter profile of the project budgets. 

4.2  The level of underspend and the reasons for this have been reported in detail to the 
Leadership Team.   

4.3  The Visitor Centres are suffering another poor year in terms of visitor numbers and 
income generation.  The sales compared to the same period last year, are down by 
£6,800 (30%) across all 3 centres and per centre by: Once Brewed 28%; Rothbury 
33%; and Ingram 31%.  

4.4  Visitor numbers are down 26% and the spend from those visitors is down 18% from 
the same period last year. The economic downturn and the inclement weather being 
contributory factors.  It is highly unlikely that this loss in quarter 1 will be recuperated. 
The July figures show the trend is continuing, despite the improving weather, with the 
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cumulative variance down by another percentage point.  Assuming the trend continues 
the forecast variance would be for a loss of income in the region of £18,000. This can 
be offset somewhat by keeping purchases down as far as practicable. The net effect 
on the budget for the full year will be assessable at the end of quarter 2. 

 
4.5  The results for the Authority’s Visitor Centres, along with other similar tourist 

attractions are set out below for comparative purposes.  

Site Visitor 

Numbers 

Trading 

Northumberland National Park Visitor Centres (x 3) -26% -30% 

North York Moors (Sutton Bank) -14% -18% 

North York Moors (Dales Centre) -17% -9% 

Yorkshire Dales visitor centres -10% -2% 

 
The Leadership Team is reviewing the reason for a relatively weaker performance in 
Northumberland’s Visitor Centres. However it is considered that the more remote 
location and cautious approach to retailing as we move towards closure of two of the 
centres are significant factors.  
 

4.6  The generation of car park income has also suffered in the first quarter from the 
downturn in visitors and the inclement weather, with an under-recovery of £5,000 
against the budget.  The figures for July show an improvement on the previous year 
with additional income of £1,200 generated.  The performance will continue to be 
monitored on a regular basis and it is possible the loss incurred in quarter 1 will be 
recovered over the rest of the year. A forecast will be provided in the half year report to 
members.  

 
4.7  The underspend against action areas is £19,300. The budget was not profiled due to a 

small level of grant offers being made at the time the profiling was being undertaken, 
therefore it was considered the basis upon which to forecast a profile would be weak 
and could potentially mask problems until late in the financial year.   
 

4.8  Since then the level of grant offers/ commitments has significantly improved which can 
be attributed to an increase in community activity across three of the Action Areas.  A 
change in structure within the team has reinstated dedicated Community Enterprise 
officer resource to the north and south Action Areas. There are now two Community 
Enterprise Officers one for the north and one for the south of the park which will help 
to capitalise on an upturn in activity across all Action Areas.  There is no forecast 
underspend at the year end at this early stage and profiling will be undertaken in time 
for the half year report. 

4.9  There were no other significant issues arising from the first quarter results to report to 
members. 

5. First Quarter 2012/13: Project Performance 

5.1 Projects are monitored each quarter with the Performance Officer and relevant Head 
of Department meeting with project staff to manage project performance.  In this way 
issues and opportunities are managed at source and the necessary feedback provided 
to officers.  A short report is produced each quarter for the Leadership Team to 
consider and as a route to escalate issues for solution. 
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5.2 The main points for Members to note on project performance at the end of the first 
quarter are as follows: 

 

 The Audience Engagement project has seen strong quarter 1 delivery with one 
school gaining ‘eco-school’ status and a number of learning outside the classroom 
and climate change events held. A forward planning and budgeting exercise has 
taken place in August to improve project control for the rest of the year; 
 

 Cheviot Futures continues to deliver strong performance, having focused on 
communicating and sharing learning with partners from practical projects 
completed last year.  However, poor summer weather could risk further practical 
works (river levels too high) this year; 

 

 A project officer will be assigned to manage the ‘Climate Change projects’ 
budgets as the current lack of focus risks under delivery.  The Low Carbon Homes 
project budget which provides funding to insulate homes in the National Park is a 
particular risk to under delivery; 
 

 The Heritage at Risk project continues to deliver strong volunteer and community 
engagement with sites on the Otterburn Ranges surveyed during the lambing 
break.  However, website problems are causing frustration amongst volunteers 
and are being worked on to safeguard the legacy arrangements for the project; 

 

 Defra’s quarterly performance monitoring system remains the main risk to Leader 
and could result in reduced funding allocations. Representations on behalf of 
Leader continue to be made to Ministers and Defra officials with the support of 
local MPs; and 

 

 The Sustainable Development Fund and Action Area funds are reporting low 
levels of activity and there has been low spend in the first quarter.  The funds will 
be constantly monitored for the risk of under delivering targets and underspend. 
 

6. Treasury Update   

6.1  The Investment Strategy and Plan 2012/13 discussed placing further long-term 
deposits at staggered points in the year with the intention one of those deposits would 
be placed in July and another in October.  Further to that members suggested placing 
such deposits with three different financial institutions who meet the criteria set by the 
Authority, in order to spread the risk if there were future bank failures.  

6.2  A deposit has not been placed in July as anticipated due to a delay in preparing and 
agreeing the cash flow for Phase 1 of the Sill.  The project produces significant cash 
flow requirements in certain months and it was therefore important to hold back on 
placing any deposits to take this into account.  The cash flow for the Sill is now agreed 
and the impact on the cash available for investment and suitable financial institutions 
with which to place the deposit will be determined by the end of September.  

6.3  Bank interest received until the end of July totals £7,700. This is anticipated to over-
recover in the region of £5,000 against the budget of £35,000 although the actual 
result ought to be higher. This is of course dependent on the funds available to place 
in long term deposits and the interest rate such deposits attract at the time they are 
placed. This will be forecast with more accuracy in time for the half year budget and 
project performance report to members   
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6.4  The only current long term deposit placed presently is a one year enhanced fixed 
deposit with the National Westminster bank of £1 million, with a 3.25% interest rate. 
This will mature on the 22

nd
 May 2013.  

7. 2012/13- 2014/15 Medium Term Budget Update 

7.1  The amendments to budget required since the June 2012 Medium Term Budget 
update are detailed below for members to note. 

7.2  There have been three members of staff (2 full-time equivalents) re-graded from Band 
4 to Band 5 for which there will be an ongoing cost implication. One of the re-grades 
resulted from a business case put together by the Head of Department to strengthen 
delivery and was approved by the Leadership Team. The remaining two re-grades are 
the result of the right of individual members of staff to submit a request for 
consideration under the re-grading application procedure.  

7.3  Three members of the Operations team have had their base changed from Eastburn 
to Once Brewed to assist with team integration and the establishment of good area 
delivery working practice. There will be a cost implication for a period of two years over 
the course of three financial years as excess travel incurred by Officers is reimbursed 
in such circumstances.  

7.4  A business case was put to the Leadership Team for further professional development 
of a member of the Finance Team over a three year period. This was approved and 
will be funded from the existing training budget. The business case combined a 
request which was also approved to increase Finance Officer capacity to allow for: 

 Backfill of the Finance Officer’s training day release; 

 Delegation of some key Finance Manager tasks in preparation for the Finance 
Manager starting a period of maternity leave in the new calendar year; and  

 To provide financial support to Phase 1 of the Sill.  The original bid for funds 
which was prepared at the time staffing cuts were made to the Finance team, 
included for additional resource which would be met by the Heritage Lottery 
Funding. The team behind the bid were advised to remove this element at the 
last moment. The resource is still required and has been agreed to be met 
from the Sill earmarked reserve. 

 
7.5  An item for £4,000 has been removed from the business plan bids. The item had been 

retained when the budget was set in error.  

7.6  The table below sets out the financial implications of the amendments set out in 7.2 to 
7.5  
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Three Year Financial Plan
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

2012/13 2013/14 2014/15

(Surplus)/ deficit as at June 2012 159,500 (138,000) 144,800

Changes to budget in quarter 2:

Para 6.2 - re-grades 4,000 8,300 10,700

Para 6.3 - base change 1,700 2,900 1,200

Para 6.4 - increase in finance capacity 

(core) 4,400 9,200 -

Para 6.4 - increase in finance capacity 

(The Sill) from Earmarked reserve 3,300 5,800 -

Para 6.5 - budget correction (4,000) - -

Revised (Surplus)/ deficit 168,900 (111,800) 156,700  

Effect on Reserves

Actual / Forecast Opening Balances 1,852,900 1,684,000 1,795,800

Revised (Surplus)/ deficit 168,900 (111,800) 156,700

Closing balance 1,684,000 1,795,800 1,639,100

Less Earmarked reserves and working balances

The Sill (130,900)

Visitor Centre Refurbishment (100,000)

IT capital replacement reserve (75,000)

Planning contingency (162,000)

Working Balances (150,000)

Unallocated Reserves 1,021,200  

7.7  The staff re-grades referred to in paragraph 6.2 is the only item which has an ongoing 
financial implication to the Authority. 

8. Managing the Strategic Risk Register: Progress 

8.1  In June 2012 the Authority set its Strategic Risk Register. This identified 13 areas 
where the corporate risk to the Authority was considered material. Actions to control 
the risks and mitigate the effects where agreed and all these actions are assigned to 
staff as part of their work programmes derived from the Corporate Plan for 2012/13. 
This process identified three areas where the inherent risk was considered to be a 
Primary risk. Progress in controlling or mitigating these highest corporate risks is 
reported to the Authority on a quarterly basis. 

8.2  Progress in controlling and managing the three Primary risks is as follows: 

(i) The Sill: Loss of Opportunity to Invest £10m in New Visitor Facilities 

The keys actions to control the risk are progressing well. The Authority is likely to gain 
in excess of the target of 12 advocates from the local community and partner 
organisations by September. The procurement exercise is on target. An interim project 
officer has been seconded to the Authority, the posts for project officer and learning 
and participation officer are being advertised and over 150 businesses have expressed 
an interest in being on the tender list. 
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(ii) The Authority’s Reputation is Damaged by Failure to Adhere to Good 

Governance Practice 

The Authority is largely on target with it actions to control and mitigate the risk of the 
public losing faith in the Authority to act as an effective decision maker. The new Code 
of Conduct was implemented in July. All members have completed their public 
Declaration of Interests register. Performance on providing timely planning advice and 
decisions is broadly on target. However, the development management service 
remains under pressure from the increasing volume of applications and enquiries, and 
there have been a number of complaints on planning matters in recent months which 
add further to the workload. We will need to keep a close eye on this important area of 
the Authority’s work if we are to continue to meet our own and our customer’s 
expectations. 

(iii) Ineffective Partnership Working Results in Poor Delivery of the National Park 

Management Plan 

We are on track with most of the actions to ensure that in a period of public sector cut 
backs that key partners retain a focus on delivering against National Park 
Management Plan outcomes. The Authority is reviewing its priorities this October as 
planned. The Partnership Engagement Plan will be revised following the outcome of 
the priority setting policy conference.  

The Northern Uplands Chain bid for a Local Nature Partnership was successful. Three 
national study visits were delivered enabling Natural England, the Environment Agency 
and the RSPB to be more engaged with the challenges and aspirations for 
Northumberland National Park. Visits by the Chief Planning Officer for England and 
new Defra sponsorship team are also scheduled in the near future.  

However, it remains a concern that the Authority is unlikely to have an effective 
species and habitats monitoring programme in place this year.  Work to commission 
an eco-systems audit of the National Park, planned in conjunction with ENPAA, has 
yet to commence.  

Since the Authority high priority area is to ensure the protection and enhancement of 
the natural environment then the Authority is advised that the risks for this particular 
area of work remain high. 

The Authority has figured prominently in a number of new partnership initiatives which 
are helping deliver the National Park Management Plan.  These include: 

 Making a significant contribution to the successful Rural Growth Network bid to 
Defra, gaining nearly £1m of the £3.2m grant for capital works to help boost the 
rural economy in the National Park. 

 The Authority has ensured broadband bids were made for the North Tyne and 
Redesdale area and subsequently we helped the resubmission with stronger 
evidence of need. The Authority has also ensured connectivity between the Defra 
Broadband initiative and the Defra funded Rural Growth Network pilot. 

 The Authority continues to play a role in the North East Farming and Rural 
Advisory Network, serving as the lead role for environmental interests and having 
the opportunity to raise matters directly with Ministers, 

 The Authority continues to serve on the Interim Board of Northumberland Tourism 
and is helping to shape a new partnership structure for future tourism delivery in 
the County. 
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9. Conclusions 

9.1  The quarterly budget update shows the Authority has invested in improved capacity to 
deliver. It is however, becoming increasingly clear that the Authority has pared its 
capacity back to the absolute minimum in many areas, with little flexibility and capacity 
available to react to events and emerging challenges and opportunities, in the way the 
Authority would wish. Whilst the medium-term budget plan has been adjusted to only a 
minor degree, the fact that the change partly results in an additional ongoing increase 
in core costs is of some note. The members will be asked to review their priorities at 
the October Policy Conference – this will enable an effective allocation of the 
unallocated reserves over the medium-term budget plan and beyond.  

9.2  The wider economic climate is having a negative impact on income generation and 
probably slowing down the bids for grant aid. These areas are being monitored 
regularly. The key risks are all being managed and at this early stage members are 
advised that two of the three seem on target to be effectively controlled. 

Contact Officer: 
For further information contact Hazel Fitzsimmons, Finance Manager on 01434 
611504 or e-mail: hazel.fitzsimmons@nnpa.org.uk   
 

Background papers  
None 


