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National Association for Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) – Comments on the Consultation on the Review of Governance Arrangements for the National Parks and The Broads Authority.
The NAAONB is a voluntary body whose membership includes all the AONB Partnerships in England and Wales, as well as many of the local authorities with statutory responsibility for AONBs, the Trust which manage AONBs in Northern Ireland, as well as a number of voluntary bodies and individuals with an interest in the future of these iconic landscapes. 

A number of AONBs have responded individually to this consultation and the comments of the NAAONB should be seen as supportive and supplementary to these.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this document. 

General comments: 

The expectations of the Secretary of State appointees identified in the consultation document, e.g., “contribute positively to debate within an authority”, should be equally applicable to the Parish Council and Local Authority appointees. 

The Parish Council appointees to the two Conservation Boards are elected and appointed by a group of parishes. The Secretary of State is not involved and so consequently there is no confusion as to whether the parish appointees are made by the Parish Councils or the Secretary of State. This process could be adopted by the Parks to improve the clarity of the appointments process. 

All members of the NPAs should have the same terms of office based upon the terms currently used for Secretary of State appointees; i.e., can be reappointed for 3 terms and can serve up to 10 years. For local authority or parish councillor appointees the term of office would still be subject to them remaining a councillor and being reappointed to the Park Authority. 

All members should be individual appointees. They should be individual authority members working to pursue the purposes of National Park designation and the purposes and duty of the Park Authority. It could be made clearer that they are not appointed to the authority to represent the organisation that has been invited to nominate or make their appointment or the interests of any organisation of which they are a member. 

All members should have an agreed standard Member job description and person specification for their Park Authority, irrespective of who makes their appointment. 

The Secretary of State and Parish Council appointees go through a recruitment process and explain why they believe they would make a good Authority member. It would be useful to introduce a similar requirement for local authority appointees in order to develop a consistent approach to all appointments to the Authorities. 

The Secretary of State and Parish Council appointee positions are advertised through a range of media; local networks, websites, parish notices, press releases and advertisements. Application and briefing packs are then distributed to resulting enquirers. Whilst appreciating that the local authority appointment process is different there is scope to increase the visibility of the appointments process and encouragement of applicants to step forward. 

Decision making 

The Park Authority structure should ensure that no one college of membership can have an overall majority. The consultation states that it is a requirement that the combined number of local authority and parish members must outnumber the national members. It would appear that for the majority of Park Authorities the number of Local Authority members outnumbers the combined parish and national members. 

The Parks might consider the appointment of an Executive Committee. Many AONB Partnerships and the two Conservation Boards have, for reasons of efficiency and effectiveness, established smaller Executive Committee for some decision making, scrutiny and audit responsibilities. 

The family of Protected Landscapes. 

Whilst the consultation states that Defra wishes to retain independent Park Authorities, there is scope for greater shared services between Park Authorities as evident through other parts of the public sector. 

Some Parks share services with or buy services from their former host local authority. There may well be scope for services to be supplied for all Parks or geographical sub groups of Parks eg finance, audit, payroll, and personnel. Equally there may be scope for some services to be supplied across the protected landscape family, (National Parks and AONBs) with associated cost and efficiency savings. 

Experience outside the UK demonstrates that you can combine a national service with a strong local identity and governance tailored to local circumstances eg Parks Canada and the Department of Conservation in New Zealand. 

Richard Clarke

1st February 2011
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