
 

 

DRAFT MINUTES OF 

 
NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY  

 

SPECIAL MEETING 

 

NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK OFFICES, HEXHAM 

 

WEDNESDAY 15 AUGUST 2012 at 1130 - 1246 
 

Present:  

 
Cllr J Riddle, Chairman 

 
 
Cllr A Murray, Deputy Chairman 

 

Cllr S Bolam Mr R Cornall Cllr B Douglas 
Mr P Murray Revd Canon G Usher  Cllr D Kennedy (from 1145) 
Cllr P Straker Ms M Whewell Cllr J Wilson 
Mr P Nicholson  Cllr A Sharp Mr A Mitchell 

 
In attendance: T Gates, Chief Executive (National Park Officer), Leadership Team [S Evans, 
(Head of Corporate Services and Monitoring Officer), T Adams (Head of Planning, 
Conservation and Communities), D Proudlock (Head of Operations) and A Miller (Head of 
Programmes and Partnerships)]; T Sunter (Legal Adviser, Newcastle City Council), P Ashmore 
(Independent Person – observer). 

 
PART ONE 
 

NPA40/2012 APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE  

 
Apologies were noted from Dr E Stockdale, Rev Canon G Usher, Cllr R Pearson, Mr M Bell, 
Cllr D Cadwgan, Cllr D Edward and Cllr T Wilson. 

 

NPA41/2012 CHAIRMAN’S INTRODUCTION 
 
The Chairman introduced Mr Phillip Ashmore, the new Independent Person appointed in July 
2012 for three years, who was attending the meeting as an observer. 
 
The Chairman advised members that Cllr T Wilson had advised him that he would be unable to 
attend either of the two meetings on 15 August 2012 (Development Management and 
Authority) and accordingly, sought dispensation to prevent defaulting on his membership which 
would occur if he failed to attend a meeting in September.  The Chairman sought the approval 
of members to grant this dispensation which they agreed.    
 
There were no Declarations of Interest at this meeting. 
 

NPA42/2012 Item 1: DEFRA GOVERNANCE REVIEW – NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL 

PARK AUTHORITY 
 
The Chairman introduced this item and advised members that, subsequent to a conference call 
with the Chief Executive and the Head of Corporate Services with Defra officials on 14 August, 
some information contained in the report required to be updated.  
 
The Head of Corporate Services provided a comprehensive background to his report reminding 
members that Defra’s reason for the consultation on governance, and subsequently the debate 
over member numbers, was to ‘improve local accountability’ therefore taking other factors into 
consideration, Defra’s request to reduce numbers below 18 members could be construed as 
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counter-intuitive. Members were also reminded that the public consultation in Northumberland 
during 2010/11 did not identify the number of members as an issue of importance. 
 
The Head of Corporate Services referred to para 4.3 of his report and highlighted the key 
areas in Annex 1 ‘Consultation on Changes to National Park Governance’ particularly relating 
to member numbers. He drew attention to para 6 of his report ‘Suggested Response’, advising 
members that the Chairman had asked key consultees for their comments on the suggested 
response by late August 2012. 
 
The Head of Corporate Services advised members that following the conference call with Defra 
officials on 14 August 2012, para 3.1 in his report on the financial implications required to be 
re-worded as follows: 
 
“Despite the 18 month delay in Defra’s review of governance of National Park Authorities, 
Defra’s latest advice on the further reduction in the number of members of Northumberland 
National Park Authority from 22 to 18 is likely to occur within the medium-term financial plan 
i.e. by 1 April 2013. The additional costs of direct elections, which are unlikely before 2017, are 
therefore beyond the current medium-term budget plan”.  

The Head of Corporate Services pointed out that reducing member costs equates to 
approximately £2,400 - £3,000 per member and that any financial savings should be 
considered as insignificant in relation to the ‘bigger picture’ of improving local accountability.   
 
The Chief Executive updated members on the key points from his conference call with Defra 
officials and reiterated that Defra were requesting a significant reduction in the number of 
members at Northumberland National Park below the 18 which the National Park Authority has 
previously proposed.  
 
The Chief Executive provided a timeline on the consultation process which has resulted in the 
current request from Defra and circulated e-mail correspondence from Defra’s National Parks 
Team in relation to earlier discussions regarding member numbers.  There still appeared to be 
a lack of clarity as to the ‘motivation’ of Defra with regard to member numbers as the only steer 
the Authority had received from Defra so far was largely anecdotal evidence pointing in the 
direction of a national trend towards smaller boards with fewer members reportedly proving 
more effective.  The Chief Executive was not in a position to offer any evidence to substantiate 
such claims. 
 
The Chief Executive confirmed that Defra planned to hold their public consultation on 
proposals to review the membership of a number of National Park Authorities in autumn 2012. 
He advised members that although Defra has asked the Authority to provide a proposal for a 
proposed reduction in its membership complement to 18 it had been made clear that whilst 
Defra would consider the Authority’s proposals, it could consult on a different proposal to that 
which was suggested by the Authority. He added that Defra staff had suggested if, following 
consultation, there was general approval for reduced numbers then the changes may be 
implemented via Statutory Instrument as early as April 2013.  
 
The Chief Executive, in summing up his verbal update, said that Defra were asking the 
Authority to look again at the reasoning behind its recommendation of a board of 18 members, 
to further consider the minimum number of members that would be workable and provide a 
justification for the Authority’s proposals.  He added there was a danger the Authority may be 
perceived as intransigent or appearing self-protectionist and failing to see the positives of a 
smaller board therefore it was vital the Authority should openly address Defra’s request and 
respond confidently and with clear justification. 
 
The Chairman said that, despite the fact Defra’s objectives and motivation remained somewhat 
vague, he believed the Authority had been constructive in their previous responses to Defra 
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and had expended significant time in considering this important issue.  He cautioned that a 
reduction in numbers would require further additional commitment from the remaining member 
complement and that there was a limit on what people can do given their other commitments.   
He asked members for their comments to the suggested response (para 6 in the report). 
 
Discussion and debate 
 
Following lengthy discussion members agreed that the commitment of a member to the 
Authority and quality of their input was more important than the number of members.  Members 
recommended that this should be included in the response to Defra along with a list of the 
Authority’s key activities and why it needs members to help it achieve these.   Members were 
concerned that member commitment in a reduced board would be a significant challenge in 
engaging with the Authority’s dispersed communities and many of the Authority’s customers 
and partners both nearby and in the wider community.  
 
Members commented that again, Northumberland National Park Authority appeared to be 
being treated differently to other national parks in this matter. 
 
Members noted the difficulty with the appointment process whereby local and parish councils 
appoint representatives to the Authority so it was difficult to ensure that the right people were 
appointed to the Authority.  Members commented it was evident from the attendance record of 
some members, that other commitments overtook their duty to the Authority.  Members agreed 
that changes to the process of members appointed from local and parish councils would be 
essential if numbers were significantly reduced in order to ensure the Authority got the most 
suitably qualified, motivated and interested people on board and that this should be 
communicated to Defra as a pre-requisite to any significant reduction in member numbers. 
 
Members highlighted the fact that the Authority’s current membership was spread across, and 
outside, the National Park including as far north as Berwick and into urban areas such as 
Ashington. A significant reduction in member numbers could therefore result in a sparsely 
located membership, which could affect member commitment, visibility, availability and local 
accountability.   
 
Members felt that some comments emanating from Defra with regard to reduction in member 
numbers showed a potential lack of understanding of issues affecting individual national parks. 
Members were concerned that reduced member numbers could make the Authority too 
‘insular’, with less time available for outward facing governance, and with less relevance in the 
National Park family. 
 
A member proposed that the Authority membership should comprise 15 ‘quality’ members 
whilst another member proposed ‘starting again’ and looking at issues in a more detached and 
objective way by asking what is really needed by way of members by the Authority, including 
balance of quality and quantity, rather than working backwards from the current number of 
members.   
 
The Chairman said that whilst such an approach was feasible, a significant factor was second-
guessing which ‘model’, if any, Defra may favour considering when considering future 
governance of national parks as if it was a ‘business model’ they could be looking at a 
membership of ten whilst a ‘democratic model’ would result in a higher membership due to 
political implications.    The ‘democratic model’ was clearly more in keeping with Defra’s stated 
objective of enhancing local accountability.   
 
Members discussed the ‘business model’ approach and asked if Defra was challenging the 
Authority to ‘step up to the plate’ on a completely new model of governance.  Members said 
clarification from Defra, if they were contemplating such an approach, should be sought. 
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Members also suggested that any significant reduction in member numbers should allow for a 
period for testing and reviewing the new member numbers before they were finally agreed.  
The Chief Executive said that these comments were important particularly as Defra had spent 
two years consulting on local accountability in national park authorities and there was a 
potential contradiction in Defra’s current approach to member numbers.   
 
Referring to local accountability, it was suggested that Defra might be looking at the 
involvement of residents of national parks in the member complement and the final number of 
members might have to include a number of residents.   Members also commented that there 
was an irreducible minimum for member numbers and, if membership fell below twelve, there 
was a danger the influence of officers could outweigh that of members.  
 
The Chairman thanked members for their input and useful comments which included the 
unanimous agreement of the meeting that Secretary of State, County Council and Parish 
members should be in equal proportion in future; concerns about sparseness of geographic 
spread if numbers were significantly reduced; quality rather than quantity of members; 
importance of member commitment; and awareness that the Authority wants to remain open to 
potential changes. 
 
In order to explain the Authority’s considered position and to seek further clarification of Defra’s 
expectations and motivations, it was proposed that the Chairman seek a meeting with the 
Minister directly.  This would present an opportunity to provide detail of the risks if a more 
significant reduction was agreed; what success would look like with a reduction in member 
numbers; and if local accountability suffered e.g. on planning issues, what contingency could 
be put in place.   Members stressed that democratic accountability in relation to planning was 
very important and should be highlighted in the response. 
 
The Chairman therefore proposed a personal urgent meeting with the Minister and this was 
unanimously agreed by members. 
 
Members commented that non-attendance by members was concerning, and asked if the 
current requirement for political balance was to be retained. The Chief Executive said Defra 
was suggesting that in future, geographic balance will be favoured over political balance.  This 
had been subject to a recent Defra consultation and he understood this would require changes 
to be made to primary legislation.  He undertook to clarify this latter point with Defra.   
 
A member expanded on their earlier suggestion of a ‘start again’ option and advocated further 
consideration of options appraisal which included recommending a tri-partite balance with 
options of 18, 15 or 12 members. The pros, cons and risks of each option should be further set 
out, justifying the preferred option which should be evidence-based as a method of conveying 
the Authority’s view to Defra.  However, another member expressed caution at this ‘options 
model’ approach as it could imply the Authority was unclear as to what it wanted.   
 
The Chairman thanked members for their measured and useful input. 
 
Proposal of Motion 
 
The Chairman asked the member who proposed a minimum of 15 quality members if they 
wished to formalise this and they declined.   
 
The Chairman spoke about setting out the evidence-based options approach with the preferred 
option being 18 members; the impact of a reduction to 15 members particularly with regards to 
member commitment, sparseness of geographic spread and availability; and that a reduction to 
12 members was not seen as being viable.   
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The Chairman therefore proposed the options approach based on a tri-partite balance for 18, 
15 and 12 members be clearly recorded and evidence-based including such matters as risks, 
geographic spread and quality of members and that a meeting with the Minister be sought to 
set out and explain the Authority’s position, clarify various issues and indicating that the 
Authority wished to work positively with Defra on any alternative proposals.  This was seconded 
by Mr P Murray.   Members voted unanimously to accept this.  
 
The Legal Adviser clarified, for the benefit of members that, in light of the new proposal 
accepted by members, the suggested response in para 6 of the report required to be amended 
and that recommendation (c) would need to reflect this.   
 
Accordingly, it was agreed that the suggested response in para 6 of the report should be re-
drafted, with the recommendation that this be finalised by the Chief Executive and then 
circulated round members for authorisation and that this be reflected in recommendation (c).    
 
Recommendations 
 
There being no further discussions, the Chairman drew members’ attention to the 
recommendations in the report noting the amendment to recommendation (c). Members: 
 

 agreed recommendation (a);  

 agreed recommendation (b) with comments from members included; and  

 agreed recommendation (c) with amendments as follows: ‘authorise the Chief Executive, in 
consultation with the all members, to finalise the Authority’s response on the basis of the 
options model and to finalise the Authority’s response should the consultation responses 
prove inconsistent with the Authority’s draft response and that the Chairman and Chief 
Executive arrange to meet the Minister as soon as possible to discuss the matter’.  

 

RESOLVED to 
a) endorse the decision of the Chairman to seek the views of key partners;  

 
b) approve the Authority’s draft response (which is the subject to consultation with partners) 

as outlined in paragraph 6.2. with the inclusion of member comments; and 
 
c) authorise the Chief Executive, in consultation with the all members, to finalise the 

Authority’s response on the basis of the options model and to finalise the Authority’s 
response should the consultation responses prove inconsistent with the Authority’s draft 
response and that the Chairman and Chief Executive arrange to meet the Minister as soon 
as possible to discuss the matter’.  

 

 
The meeting ended at 1246.  
 
 
 


