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NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY 

MINUTES OF THE FULL AUTHORITY MEETING 

The Sill: National Landscape Discovery Centre 

Live Streamed 

Wednesday 15 December 2021 from 10.00am – 12.17pm 

 
Present: 

Ms Jean Davidson (SoS National) (Chair) 
Cllr John Riddle (NCC) (Vice Chair) 
Cllr Sue Bolam (SoS Parish) 
Ms Marie Fallon (SoS National) 
Cllr Val Gibson (SoS Parish) 
Ms Fiona Gough (SoS National) 

Cllr Mark Mather (NCC) 
Cllr Julian Morrison-Bell (SoS Parish) 
Cllr Denis Mullan (SoS Parish) 
Mr Chris Mullin (SoS National) 
Cllr Andy Saunders (SoS Parish) 
Cllr Alan Sharp (NCC)

In Attendance  

Tony Gates (Chief Executive (National Park Officer)); Pauline Wall (Director of Park Management); 
Rosie Thomas (Director of Business Development and Monitoring Officer); Hazel Fitzsimmons 
(Head of Business Support, Chief Financial Officer, (S151 Officer)); Ben Rogers (Performance and 
Intelligence Officer); Susannah Buylla (Head of Planning and Policy); Sharon Robson (Corporate 
Support Manager & PA to Chief Executive); Jayne Longlands (Corporate Support Officer). 

NPA55-2021 Apologies for Absence 

Received from; Cllr Eileen Cartie (NCC), Cllr Len Glen-Davison (SoS Parish), Cllr Mark Purvis (NCC), 
Ms Pippa Ross (SoS National), Ms Liz Ellis (SoS National). 

The meeting commenced at 10.18am and was preceded by a Generation Green presentation and 
video presented by Caroline Cope and Jane Riddell. It was AGREED that the video links for 
Generation Green be sent to members. 

NPA56-2021 Chairman’s Introduction 

Prior to the Chair’s introduction, the Chief Executive informed the meeting that, when submitting 
her apologies, Cllr Eileen Cartie had expressed concerns about meeting publicly at the present 
time due to current high levels of covid. She had asked for it to be put to the meeting whether 
representations be made again to Government (via the Local Government Association) for a 
request to hold meetings virtually should members wish. 

Ms Jean Davidson, Chair, then opened the meeting and welcomed members, officers, and 
members of the public – some of whom were following the meeting via live stream; she gave an 
introduction as follows: 

• She highlighted the good work of the Northumberland National Park Mountain Rescue Team 
following devastation caused by recent Storm Arwen. She expressed her gratitude for their 
help and support, working under such difficult circumstance to help local people, and asked 
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the Board to join her in acknowledging their fantastic contribution. It was noted that the staff 
and members’ Christmas Raffle would be drawn after the meeting, with all proceeds going 
towards this extremely valuable charity. 

• The Rt Hon Sir Richard Benyon had accepted an invitation to visit Northumberland National 
Park Authority (NNPA) in the New Year; further details of this visit were still to be agreed and 
confirmed. 

• It was noted that two SoS members, Ms Fiona Gough and the Chair herself, were coming to 
the end of their appointed term of office; they awaited confirmation from DEFRA about any 
possible extension to this (both having served two four-year terms). 

• With regards to composition of the Board, following previous discussions, the chair confirmed 
that options for the number and make-up of board membership would be presented at the 
March 2022 Full Authority Meeting for consideration. 

• The chair proposed that in future the ‘Members’ Questions’ would take place outside of the 
meeting agenda. 

The Chief Executive then provided a short report as follows: 

• The Government’s response to The Glover Review was expected in January 2022 

• A business case report and recommendation, for a new means of operation for National Park 
Partnerships, would be brought to the Full Authority Meeting in March 2022. 

• National Parks UK Ltd no longer existed, having been wound up on 21st October 2021. 
However, the Chief Executive noted that he would be the Lead Officer for UK National Parks in 
2022. This would involve hosting meetings of fellow Chief Executives, as well as hosting at least 
one Chairs Forum meeting throughout the year. 

• Regionally, the pilot Northumberland Local Nature Recovery Strategy work had completed, 
however, the partnership was still meeting to see how the work of the pilot could be taken 
forward. 

• The Great Northumberland Forest had been successfully launched a couple of weeks prior. The 
Chief Executive, the Chair and Vice Chair of NNPA, together with the Chair of Forestry England, 
had attended this event. 

• Woodland mapping within NNPA was currently being progressed with the support of a German 
Intern Student.  

• The NNP Foundation was a charitable organisation which supported the work of the NNPA in 
delivering core purposes; Antony Braithwaite had stepped aside as Chair, with Lady Sarah 
Riddell taking the role of Chair. 

• There would be a visit from the North of Tyne Combined Authority’s Mayor and CEO the 
following day, jointly with the Leader and Deputy Leader of Northumberland County Council 
(NCC); they would be looking at joint opportunities for investment in rural areas. 

• At the present time, staff were working from home where they could in keeping with 
government advice. 

• A recent staff survey had been undertaken with positive results achieved during a very difficult 
time for staff; the Chief Executive was pleased with the positive progress report. 
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• Members and staff had attended Unconscious Bias Training with positive feedback received; 
any additional comments from members would be further welcomed. 

• The Hadrian’s Wall Recovering Nature Project continued to progress; a members’ visit had 
been held and a report to members on precisely how we planned to move the project forward 
would be presented to the March 2022 Board Meeting. 

• The Northumberland Peatland Partnership had been successful in securing funding, with new 
staff being employed through Northumberland Wildlife Trust.  

• The ‘Lost Spells’ is a follow-up book to the ‘Lost Words.’  The author has gifted the art from this 
book to NNPA on the basis that we will provide a travelling exhibition, initially to be based at 
The Sill. The Arts Council funding application had been unsuccessful, however money from the 
Projects Fund, together with current fundraising efforts, would further help to finance this 
initiative. 

• With effect from Summer/Autumn 2022, a new Whisky Distillery would be based at Wooler 
with increased visitor numbers expected - particularly at the Ad Gefrin site after which the 
distillery was to be named. Active discussions were taking place with partners to enhance 
facilities, including car parking near the Ad Gefrin site in Kirknewton and further details would 
be presented to members in due course. 

The Chair took the opportunity to welcome new members of staff as well as leavers, as set out 
below: - 

Starters 
Marion Sloan - Café Assistant.   
Stephen Gillott – Farming and Rural Enterprise Officer.   
Alice Whitfield – Net Zero Project Officer.   
Jayne Longlands – Corporate Support Officer.   
Oscar Knapp – Café Assistant.   
Chris Scott – Estates and Facilities Officer. 

Leavers 
Louis Reed – Café Assistant. 
Will Ingham – Farm Network and Project Officer. 
Adam Musk – Assistant Trail Maintenance Ranger. 
Josh Fava – Kickstart trainee. 
Ben Bowes – Kickstart trainee. 
Janet Wood – Cleaner, Alwinton. 
Jennifer Clark – Welcome Team Supervisor and Event Liaison. 

NPA57-2021 Questions received from Members of the Public  

No questions were received from members of the public. 

NPA58-2021 Declarations of Member and Officer interests 

Cllr Mark Mather declared an interest in item number NPA064-2021 (Report 5: Wooler 
Neighbourhood Plan) and would leave the room when the Board discussed this item. 
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NPA59-2021 Minutes of the Authority Annual Meeting held 15 September 2021 

Ms Fiona Gough noted on page 4 there was a comment stating that DEFRA test and trials and 
other reports would be shared with members, and it was AGREED that this would take place. 

Ms Fiona Gough also noted the Hadrian’s Wall Recovering Nature Project and asked for meeting 
reflections to be circulated; this action was duly AGREED. 

Subject to the comments raised above, the draft Minutes of the Authority Annual Meeting held on 
Wednesday 15 September 2021 were proposed as a true and correct record by Cllr Alan Sharp, 
seconded by Cllr Andy Saunders, and it was further 

RESOLVED  

a) That the draft Minutes of the Authority Meeting held on Wednesday 15 September 2021, as 
circulated, be confirmed as a true record, and signed by the Chair. 

NPA60-2021 Report 1 - Half Year Financial Project, Budget and Fundraising 

Hazel Fitzsimmons, Head of Business Support, Chief Financial Officer (S151 Officer), presented this 
item, outlining key figures and background information as featured in the report. She concluded 
by stating that the forecast outturn surplus of £101,100 placed the Authority in a strong position 
and enabled it to respond to changes in an uncertain climate faced with ongoing challenges. 

Following this presentation, members raised the following points: - 

• Ms Marie Fallon queried the appointment of external auditors and managing their 
performance, especially in regard to missing the deadline to publish fully Audited Accounts 
for the last two financial years. In response, the Head of Business Support, Chief Financial 
Officer (S151 Officer), noted that if concerns arise and a satisfactory remedy was not 
reached directly with the appointed Auditor, this can be raised with Public Service Audit 
Appointments Ltd (PSAA). In extreme circumstances, where a resolution cannot be met, 
the PSAA are able to change the auditor during the five-year period. In addition, she noted 
that being able to publish the Annual Accounts within the timeframe they were published 
was ahead of the general curve with many other public sector bodies whose Accounts 
remain unpublished and that this reflects issues in public sector accounting presently.  

• Mr Chris Mullin expressed surprise that the scale variation fee requested by the auditors 
would be reduced by such a large degree when determined by the PSAA and queried if this 
damaged the confidence of the Head of Business Support, Chief Finance Officer (S151 
Officer). The Head of Business Support, Chief Financial Officer (S151 Officer), answered 
that although she has a breakdown of the areas the Auditors wish to claim variation 
requests in relation to, she does not have the detailed breakdown of the impact on hours 
spent to meet the audit obligations and therefore could not fairly comment.  However, 
that is where the PSAA role is really useful as they have the benefit of full details to justify 
the request and experience of working with all of the firms auditing opted-in bodies and 
therefore are in a position to fairly determine the fee they believe is appropriate.  

• Ms Fiona Gough queried the variance for the year to-date which from £500,000 was 
reducing to about £101,000 by the end of the financial year. She asked what the level of 
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confidence was for achieving this forecasted sum. The Head of Business Support, Chief 
Financial Officer (S151 Officer), responded that she was reasonably confident and expected 
the actual favourable year end variance would increase, however, it was wise to be 
prudent; she confirmed that such changes were not unusual at this time of year, some 
projects had been impacted by covid and money was not lost but will carry forward where 
the project has not yet ended 

• Cllr Julian Morrison-Bell asked about the impact of Covid of the figures presented, 
reflecting that, additional support income such as furlough recovery grants would mask the 
underlying performance. The Head of Business Support, Chief Financial Officer (S151 
Officer), explained that the Finance and Audit Group has considered this in much more 
detail in terms of detailed variances trends and assumptions.  She pointed out that income 
at The Sill was significantly higher than prior years, but the Chief Executive added a note of 
caution that we need to be prudent in any assumptions that this level of spend per head 
would be achieved in future years, given the exceptional set of circumstances covid has 
generated.  

There being no other issues raised, the Chair drew attention to the recommendations in the report 
that were proposed by Cllr John Riddle, seconded by Mr Chris Mullin, and agreed unanimously by 
all members who  

RESOLVED TO 

a) Note the contents of the report, in particular the budgets movements as set out in section 5 
of the report; and  

b) Approve the request to opt into the PSAA Ltd national scheme for local audit appointments 
for a further 5-year term, 2023/24 through to 2027/28, as detailed in section 7 of the report. 

NPA61-2021 Report 2 - Half Year Quarterly Performance Update 

Ben Rogers, Performance and Intelligence Officer, presented this item, highlighting the impact on 
the State of the Park for each of the Park’s aims as documented in the circulated report. 

The Chief Executive noted that IT and Cyber Security (on the Strategic Risk Register) had been 
reviewed by the Leadership Team and the Senior Executive were satisfied that all risks were being 
managed adequately. A copy of the report which supports this was available for members on 
request. 

Ms Marie Fallon asked about risk 7 (climate change and the future of the Net Zero Officer Post); 
the Chief Executive stated that the Park would like to fund and continue with this post and 
members would get a chance to consider this in due course as part of the budget process. 

In response to Ms Fiona Gough’s question about whether the Business Plan would be rolled 
forward, the Chief Executive explained that a Bridging Operational Plan was to be developed for a 
year and it was AGREED that this be further discussed at the March 2022 Full Authority Meeting. 

With regards to how carbon credits and forestry impacted on the Risk Register, Ms Fiona Gough 
queried whether we had a real focus on these areas around risk 3. The Chief Executive responded 
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that NNPA were focused on these potential risks; there was engagement with the Great 
Northumberland Forest to ensure the Right Tree was in the Right Place. He added that carbon 
credits provided an opportunity, if the investment was tailored inline with the openings available, 
and the Park were working closely with NCC and other Partners on this, however this risk 
remained at the present time. 

Cllr John Riddle noted the risk with changes to agricultural support and the prospect of large local 
landowners wishing to plant trees on their land; this would change the landscape dramatically. 
The Chief Executive explained he had been discussing the formation of a Farming Task and Finish 
Group with NCC to consider the risks Cllr Riddle had outlined. He felt that the impact of changes 
(such as those mentioned) would be considered within the Management Plan. 

Ms Fiona Gough asked about lack of capacity and queried how NNPA wished to proceed with the 
Cheviot Hills Project; did we have a clear plan, understand the costs, and know how this would be 
funded?  it was explained that a proposal was currently being developed to address these 
questions, however, it was noted that with current funding restriction any future projects needed 
to be externally funded in order to progress. Part of the proposals is to look at funding options. 

The Chair drew attention to the recommendation, which was proposed by Cllr Alan Sharp, 
seconded by Cllr Julian Morrison-Bell, members voted unanimously and  

RESOLVED TO 

a) Note the performance in Q2 and how this will impact on the State of the National Park.  

b) Note the status of Strategic Risks and action being taken to address them. 

NPA62-2021 Report 3 – State of the Park Report 

Ben Rogers, Performance and Intelligence Officer, noted that some typographical and grammatical 
changes were needed to the report’s appendix. 

Cllr Andy Saunders noted the rapidly ageing population and the rise in the number of houses 
without residents. He asked whether some of this housing could be converted into residential 
properties, although a few had planning restrictions. He said that many houses in the North of the 
Park could not be let if they did not fall within energy performance category C. He considered that 
this needed to be built into the Management Plan.  

The Chief Executive understood that many cottages were being let for holiday accommodation 
rather than as primary homes. Through our Primary Residents Policy, the Authority were aiming to 
provide more opportunities for people to live and work in the Park. 

The Head of Planning and Policy noted that there had been more planning applications in the last 
year; since July 2020 NNPA had approved 7 new houses which was a significant increase on 
previous years. She felt the Authority were on the right track to reach set targets. 

Cllr Sue Bolam understood that the number of planning applications for holiday cottages as 
opposed to residential homes was an area of concern, with the former being easier to obtain.  

The Chief Executive noted that the NNPA policies were more equal in the new plan. 
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Cllr John Riddle informed the meeting there was a £2 million fund for predominantly stone houses 
to improve their energy efficiency, with the targeted sum of £10k to be awarded per house. Cllr 
Riddle also asked about the targets for the area of land in the park in stewardship and why the 
target was lower than the baseline performance. The Chief Executive replied that changes in the 
Stewardship Scheme, meant that it would be more difficult for land to get in to stewardship in 
future – thus the reduced target; he noted, however, that NNPA were ahead of where they 
wanted to be.  

Cllr Denis Mullan asked about the deterioration in river quality; the Performance and Intelligence 
Officer replied that the change had resulted from the way in which the Environment Agency had 
changed how it measures this. Ms Marie Fallon noted that whilst quality of the water could be 
improved through various measures, some of the quality measures related to underlying endemic 
pollution.  

Cllr Alan Sharp noted that rural communities and the landscape would be changing and asked if 
capacity to help Farmers with ELMS funding was anticipated. The Chief Executive replied that the 
Park would struggle to enhance capacity in this area, however he would like to see the Farming in 
Protected Landscapes Scheme converted into a mainstream role for National Parks, shaping and 
delivering a land management scheme at a local level. 

The Farming Task and Finish Group would be meeting again in January 2022. It was AGREED that 
the Park would host a meeting in January/February 2022 to provide evidence. 

Ms Marie Fallon noted that the 2019/20 increase in visitor numbers (appendix 1 on page 4) should 
be 1.73m (rather than 17.3m). 

Ms Fiona Gough asked about curlew key indicator figures as she felt this was important; the 
Performance and Intelligence Officer explained that updated information would need to be 
supplied directly from the RSPB and undertook to follow this up. 

There being no further questions raised, the Chair drew attention to the recommendations that 
were proposed by Cllr Mark Mather and seconded by Cllr Denis Mullan, and 

RESOLVED TO 

a) Note contents of the State of the National Park Report 2021; and  

b) Authorise the publication of the State of the National Park Report 2021 (once corrected) on 
the Northumberland National Park website.  

NPA63-2021 Report 4 – Health & Safety, and HR, Half Year Report 

It was noted that Ms Mary Wallace, HR Officer, had prepared this report; with Rosie Thomas, 
Director of Business Development and Monitoring Officer, and Pauline Wall, Director of Park 
Management, reporting in her absence. 

The Director of Business Development and Monitoring Officer highlighted following key points: 

• 80% of actions of the Organisational Development Strategy were now complete.  
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• The Data and Digital teams were thanked for their help in making sure that online working was 
taking place effectively. 

• Following responses from three staff surveys, blended working had since been implemented 
and was being trialled for 12 months (which would be resumed after the Covid restrictions 
were lifted). 

• Staff survey results showed that NNPA continued to benchmark well nationally and were in the 
top 20% for manager and peer support. 

• Staff sickness levels were low with wellbeing remaining a key focus. 

The Director of Park Management focused on Section 9 (Health and Safety) noting that eight 
members of staff had undertaken an IOSH course. Legionella risk assessments and planned 
maintenance schedules were established across all sites, and she noted that this was a busy time 
for the Department following the recent change in Covid restrictions.  

Cllr John Riddle commended the excellent sickness figures and asked that staff be thanked for 
their commitment and everything they did for the Park. 

The Chair asked for thanks to be passed on to the HR Officer for her report. 

There being no further questions, the Chair moved to the recommendations, which were 
proposed by Mr Chris Mullin and seconded by Cllr Val Gibson, and agreed in favour by all members 
who: 

RESOLVED TO 

a) Note the progress in achieving our Human Resources and Health and Safety objectives. 

NPA064-2021  Report 5 – Wooler Neighbourhood Plan 

Cllr Mark Mather declared an interest and left the room for this item. 

Susannah Buylla, Head of Planning and Policy, presented on the Wooler Neighbourhood Plan. In 
response to members’ questions, she replied as follows: 

• All policies were in-compliance and accordance with local and national policies and met with 
legal obligations.  

• Other neighbourhood plans included Haydon Bridge (which had just gone out for consultation) 
and Mid-Coquetdale (who would be preparing a plan in due course).  

• Ms Marie Fallon asked how well the community were engaged and how we had dealt with 
aspirations; the Head of Planning and Policy replied that the community had been very well 
engaged. Cllr Denis Mullan agreed that Wooler plan engagement had been widespread and 
there had been significant community engagement. 

• Cllr Alan Sharp asked whether it may prove expensive if we were to seek legal advice for all 
neighbourhood plans; it was noted that this was a specific case and was the first time such 
advice had been needed in preparing a neighbourhood plan as we were keen to make sure 
everything was correct.  
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There being no further questions raised, the Chair noted the recommendations which were 
proposed by Ms Marie Fallon and seconded by Cllr Denis Mullan, and agreed in favour by all 
members who: 

RESOLVED TO 

a) Agree to formally ‘make’ the Wooler Neighbourhood Plan; 

b) Approve the decision statement (attached at Appendix 1) and for the decision statement to 
be sent to the qualifying body (Wooler Parish Council);  

c) Agree that both the Wooler Neighbourhood Plan and the decision statement are published 
on the Authority’s website explaining that the Plan forms part of the Development Plan for 
decisions in that area. 

The live streaming was paused at 11.50am for a comfort break and recommenced at 12.02pm. 

NPA65-2021 Report 6 – Management Plan Review Update 

Susannah Buylla, Head of Planning and Policy, reported on this item. 

Ms Fiona Gough considered that members had not yet been involved in detailed discussions and 
consultations with regards to the Management Plan Review. The Head of Planning Policy explained 
there had been some slippage on the planned timescale, and stated that we would engage with 
members once detail on each of the themes had been provided and considered by the 
Management Plan Steering Group.  

The appropriateness of the title ‘other miscellaneous’ within this report was questioned and it was 
noted that this would be reworded. 

The Chair noted the recommendations which were proposed by Cllr Val Gibson and seconded by 
Cllr Andy Saunders, and agreed in favour by all members who 

RESOLVED TO 

a) Note the continued progress towards the Management Plan review; 

b) Note the progress on the themed workshops; and 

c) Note the draft engagement plan.  

NPA66-2021 Report 7 - Review Meeting 13 October 2021: Actions and Recommendations 

The Chief Executive reported on behalf of Ms Pippa Ross who had been unable to attend the 
meeting; she extended her appreciation to the team who had been involved in this area of work. 

Cllr Alan Sharp, Deputy Chair of the Review Group, said that the Review Meeting had been very 
constructive and well received by members. 



 
Minutes of Northumberland National Park Authority Meeting 15 December 2021  
Approved at Authority Meeting 16 March 2022                                Page 10 of 11 

There being no further questions raised, the Chair noted the recommendations which were 
proposed by Cllr Alan Sharp and seconded by Mr Chris Mullin, and agreed in favour by all 
members who 

RESOLVED TO 

a) Note the findings of the Authority Review of Engaging Diverse Audiences held on 13th 
October 2021. 

b) Consider the responses from Leadership Team. 

c) Endorse the actions planned as set out in Report 7: Appendix 1. 

NPA67-2021 Report 8 – The Sill Quarterly Update 

Rosie Thomas, Director of Business Development and Monitoring Officer, reported that November 
had been a bumper month at The Sill with retail sales being 215% ahead of target; other figures 
were also very positive. The Christmas Fair had been well received, as had the STEM and Future 
Landscapes Festivals, Education Programme, and Winter at Walltown. 

Ms Fiona Gough noted that the shop was looking great at the present time with a good range of 
products on sale. 

It was noted that the Unison Colour Exhibition was currently on display at The Sill; featuring a local 
artist, with paintings currently on sale. 

There being no further questions raised, the Chair noted the recommendations which were 
proposed by Cllr Val Gibson and seconded by Cllr Julian Morrison-Bell, and agreed in favour by all 
members who 

RESOLVED TO 

a) Note the content of this report. 

NPA68-2021 Urgent Business  

The Chair and Chief Executive noted no Urgent Business.  

Part Two: Confidential and Exempt Items  

The Chair proposed members pass the resolution: “That under section 100A (4) of the Local 
Government Act 1972, press and public be excluded from this meeting as it involves the likely 
disclosure of exempt information as defined in Part I of Schedule 12A of the 1972 Act”.  

The reasons for the exclusion of press and public for this part of the meeting was clarified as: 

Item NPA70-2021 contained exempt information as per Part 1, Paragraph 2 of the Schedule 12A of 
the Local Government Act 1972 [as amended by the Local Government (Access to Information) 
(Variation) Order 2006}. This report contains exempt information relating to information which is 
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likely to reveal the identity of an individual and paragraph 3 relating to the financial or business 
affairs of any particular person (including the authority holding that information). 

Members were reminded that they are required to be satisfied that the public interest in 
maintaining the exemption outweighed the public interest in disclosing information. 

Cllr Alan Sharp proposed the resolution, seconded by Ms Marie Fallon that the meeting move into 
Part Two, approved by all members who 

RESOLVED to exclude the press and public from Part Two of the meeting. 
 
Part One of the meeting ended and live streaming stopped at 12.17pm, which concluded the 
agenda.  Members of the press and public left the meeting, Part Two then followed.  

NPA69-2021 Other Items: Exempt Minutes 15 September 2021 

The draft Exempt Minutes of the Authority Annual Meeting held on Wednesday 15 September 
2021 were proposed at a true and correct record by Cllr Denis Mullan, seconded by Cllr Andy 
Saunders, and it was further 

RESOLVED  

a) That the Exempt Minutes of the Authority Meeting held on Wednesday 15 September 2021, 
as circulated, be confirmed as a true record, and signed by the Chair. 

Item NPA70-2021 was a member discussion which was exempt and recorded separately (as Part 
Two of the meeting). 

The Full Authority Meeting, including Part Two, ended at 2.06pm. 
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