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	NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY PRIORITIES 2009/10




Purpose of the report
1.
To seek approval for the Authority’s priorities for 2009/10.

Strategic Planning Framework
2.
The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the Authority’s statutory purposes and its approved strategic planning framework:
· Corporate Plan objectives


Objective 18.
 Plan and manage all aspects of the Authority’s business so as to make the most effective use of our resources and consistently reduce the impact of the Authority’s own projects and operations.
Background
3.
The Authority first set out its ‘priorities’ in September 2003, following a detailed evaluation of all the main areas of the Authority’s work (its ‘programmes’).  The evaluation assessed each programme’s contribution to achieving the two national park purposes and duty, and a range of supplementary factors.

4.
In 2006 the Authority carried out a fundamental review of the priorities.  This led to a significant overhaul of the programmes, their relative priority, and the way they are presented.  To ensure a consistent strategic direction, Members agreed that the priorities should be subject to only ‘light touch’ reviews for 2008/09 and 2009/10 – with another fundamental review for 2010-11.
5.
The agreed priorities for 2008/09 are set out in Annex A.  Members should note that, while there are three broad classifications, the second and third are sub-divided (i.e. programmes in the left-hand column have a slightly higher priority than those in the right-hand column).  The sub-divisions provide additional refinement, if needed, in setting the Authority’s budget.

6.
As a reminder to Members, a brief description of the activities covered by each programme (in alphabetical order) is at Annex B.

Reviewing the priority of the Authority’s programmes

7.
The Senior Management Team has considered whether there have been any changes since September 2007 (when the Authority last considered its priorities) that are so significant that the Authority may want to consider changing the priority of particular programmes for 2009/10.  As always, it is assumed that Members will want to maintain the rigour of the current system so that if the priority of one programme goes up, that for another programme must come down.

Programmes
8.
It is not proposed to add or remove any programmes in advance of a fundamental review next year.
Defra expectations

9.
Last year Defra set out its ‘expectations’ for the period 2008/09-2011/12 (Annex C).  These have already been taken into account in considering the priorities last year.  
Local Area Agreements

10.

North Yorkshire and Cumbria County Councils have now finalised their Local Area Agreements (LAAs) with partners and central government.  The final agreements contain few targets that relate directly to the work of the Authority.  However, there are a number of Authority programmes that will have a role to play in helping to achieve the targets set: 


North Yorkshire - Volunteering; Sustainable Development Fund; Recreational Activities; Planning Policy; Climate Change; Biodiversity; Sustainable Tourism.


Cumbria – Planning Policy; Climate Change, Biodiversity; Building Conservation. 

11.
All of these programmes are currently either ‘priorities’ or ‘programmes where we will maintain a good level of service and/or make steady improvements’.  As a result, the Authority should be able to make an appropriate contribution to the LAA targets without any change to the current priorities.

Performance Improvement Reviews

12.
Two Performance Improvement Reviews have recently been completed by Member:
a)
Toilets

Following recommendations from the Audit and Review Committee, the Finance and Resources Committee allocated £120,000 to the immediate refurbishment of 4 Authority toilets.  In addition, it is proposed that an average budget provision should be made for the implementation of a fully-costed annual rolling programme of refurbishments.  Following the one-off capital investment already approved, the ongoing provision of “a good level of service” should be achievable without any change to the priority of the Toilets programme.
b)
Planning Policy

The Audit and Review Committee has recommended that the Authority “consider increasing the priority given to planning policy when the Authority reviews its policy priorities in September”.  The Authority has consistently missed its targets for developing first the local plan and now the Local Development Framework.  The review concluded that performance can only be improved significantly by creating an additional permanent post to work specifically on planning policy.  It was assumed that this would only be possible if planning policy is given a higher priority than it has at present.   


Members can, of course, choose to raise the priority of planning policy work.  However, it is not essential to do so in order to achieve the Committee’s desired outcome.  Planning policy is a programme where we are committed to “maintain a good level of service and/or make steady improvements”.  At present, we are not providing a good level or service or improving.  So, if Members agree with the Audit and Review Committee’s analysis, then an additional post should be created irrespective of whether the priority increases.  Audit and Review considered two specific options for increasing the staff resources (Annex D).  In light of the current pressure on staff costs, and the intention to carry out a full review of priorities next year, it is suggested by officers that the Authority follow option 2.  That would mean a permanent transfer of the existing Trainee Planning Officer (TPO) from development control work to planning policy work.  And, a temporary freeze on re-filling the TPO post in development control.  In the short-term, this is unlikely to jeopardise the Authority’s development control targets.  In the longer-term, a decision on when or if to refill the TPO post can be taken in the light of the fundamental review of priorities next year.
National Park Management Plan (NPMP)
13.
The first NPMP progress report—published in July—showed that the vast majority of the objectives remain on course.  However, there were two objectives for the Authority that were identified as being in some doubt.  The first of these (AR1) relates to the general condition of Rights of Way.  This is already a priority for the Authority and it is expected that the objective will be achieved.  The second (AR7) relates to ‘Access for All’ (increasing the accessibility of the rights of way network for wheelchair users and those with limited mobility).  Progress is currently dependent to some extent on securing external funding.  However, the officers’ view is that it is still likely that external funding will be secured, and the NPMP objective will be achieved without needing to increase its priority.

Conclusion

14. 
As ever, there have been a number of changes (both externally and internally) since the priorities were last considered in September 2007.  With a fundamental review of priorities planned in 2009, it is suggested that no changes be made this year.
RECOMMENDATION
15.
That Members:


a)
consider which approach they wish to adopt in relation to the Audit and Review Committee’s recommendations on planning policy; and,


b)
agree the Authority’s priorities for 2009/10.  
Gary Smith

Head of Conservation and Policy

10 September 2008
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