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Purpose of the report
1. To consider and agree a response to the recent government consultation on Direct Elections to English National Park Authorities.
Introduction
2. The Minister for Marine, Landscape and Rural Affairs, Jonathan Shaw, made a commitment to publish a consultation paper on direct elections for National Park Authorities in May 2008.  The consultation paper was issued on 28 July 2008 (see Appendix 1).
Ministerial Foreword
3. Unusually the paper contains a foreword by the Minister.  This is particularly helpful in addressing a number of issues that arise out of the consultation.  In particular, the Minister: 

· re-emphasises the national and local responsibilities of National Park Authorities and the value of ensuring that members are drawn from national and local backgrounds; 

· identifies the importance of all members, once appointed, acting in the interests of the area and the National Park Authority, not simply as delegates or representatives from those who appointed them;

· identifies that the current mix and combination of members seems to be working well.  The current arrangements ensure that; no one grouping has a dominant position, that there are important links with constituent local authorities and that the work of National Park Authorities is free from the interference of party politics.  The Minister points out that neither the 2002 `Pullen Review’ or the performance assessments from 2005, challenged the underlying approach for determining NPA membership;

· however, the Minister highlights that the arrangements in Scotland are different from those elsewhere within the United Kingdom.  In Scotland National Park Authorities have directly elected members rather than Parish (or community) Council members.  This represents 20% of the Authorities membership.  The Scottish model may form a basis for possible changes within England.  Although the Minister reiterates that, at this stage, he neither supports nor is opposed to the concept of directly elected members;

· the most telling part of the foreword is where the Minister states: “and in reality (because of the size of the task which would be involved in electing `national’ members) this paper is mainly about whether directly elected members could usefully replace or supplement the parish members, or perhaps (though this would go significantly beyond what has been done in Scotland) the local authority members and, in the Broads, the members drawn from the Navigation Committee.”
This appears to discount the concept of an election of `national’ members and points specifically at whether any new arrangements would apply principally to parish members; though it does not discount the possibility of elections for members appointed by District and County Councils;

· finally the Minister points out that, if the Government were to proceed with direct elections, then there would be a further consultation setting out the precise proposals for each authority.  At this stage consultees are invited to express views on the general principle of direct elections.

Consultation Paper
4. The paper identifies its intention being to explore `whether directly elected members would aid or hinder the decision-making process and/or strategic function of National Park and Broads Authorities.’

5. The paper then identifies the current member appointment arrangements and highlights four issues which are to be considered as part of the consultation:

· legitimacy and the `democratic deficit’;
· whether direct elections might produce members with different interests;

· whether they would make National Park Authorities more or less effective than at present; and

· what the costs and other practical issues of any new arrangements might be.

6. The paper finishes with five questions for consultees (see Appendix 2).
Direct Elections – in principle
7. The foreword to the consultation paper is at pains to stress that the focus is on the principle of direct of elections.  However, the key issue in coming to a view is the effect that any change would have on the effectiveness of National Park Authorities.  It is difficult therefore to have a discussion `in principle’ about direct elections without identifying the detail of how any alternative system would operate.
8. An issue which is raised by both the consultation paper and the Ministerial Foreword is the current role of the National Park Authority member.  Both of these reiterate the view that National Park Authority members are there to act on behalf of the National Park and the Authority.  The consultation paper highlights that Authority members, if they had been directly elected, might find it difficult to implement any `manifesto’ which they had with their electorate.  However, as the paper points out, direct elections have not caused any difficulties in the Scottish model, indeed it is felt that they have added to the process.
Direct Elections – for whom?
9. The Minister’s foreword goes a long a way to addressing the question of whom direct elections might apply to.  Not surprisingly it says that direct elections for national members would be unrealistic.  Unrealistic presumably because arranging an election for around 30 million electors might be prohibitively expensive!

10. Reference is made to the possibility of introducing direct elections for local authority appointed members (County and District), but in doing so the paper highlights that this would be a significant step beyond the experience in Scotland.  Members currently appointed from these authorities may be aware that there have been some extremely strong views expressed by the Local Government Association (LGA) on this matter (see below).  Of more concern to this Authority might be the consequences of having 16 directly elected members out of 22 (12 of whom are currently appointed by District and County Councils) and the impact of this change on our national/regional/local influence.  There are a number of issues to consider in this regard:-
Democratic Deficit
11. There is a strong likelihood that having 16 members elected by the National Park’s population of 20,000 would be well received by a number of those residents of the Park who may believe the Authority has a ‘democratic deficit’.  The relationship between, what would now be the majority of members, and the people who live in the Park, would be much more direct, unlike the present situation whereby local electors, if they were unhappy with the performance of members on the NPA, could not remove them from office using the ballot box.  
12. According to figures provided by ENPAA the cost of direct elections for the Yorkshire Dales National Park, based on the Scottish experience, is likely to be in the region of £34,000.
Relationships with County and District Councils
13. This consultation exercise does raise the question as to how, or indeed whether, we value the relationship with County and District Councils and consequently the contribution of those members who are appointed by them.  Historically the view of this relationship has tended to be a positive one.  This is recognized in the current partnership arrangements in connection with, for example, the implementation of the National Park Management Plan, the delivery of the Community Strategies and the Local Area Agreements, the delivery of affordable housing etc.
14. Members appointed from District and County Councils also bring with them an experience and expertise not simply limited to their ‘constituency’ role which has been valued in determining and delivering National Park purposes.  
Regional Picture
15. It is likely that the Authority’s influence on wider local and regional matters would be considerably reduced by the direct election of Members who are currently appointed by County and District Councils.  At the moment the NPA is able to ‘punch above its weight’ at regional level.  If direct elections of 16 of the 22 Members were introduced the fact that they represented a small constituency of only 20,000 people, (1250) electors each) but did not form part of a wider representation of County and District Councils would be likely to lead to less influence regionally.  Coupled with this is the issue of greater parochialism.  It is difficult to envisage how a National Park Authority could operate where 16 of its members represented 20,000 residents and 6 represented the rest of the country.

Party Politics
16. Currently the issue of party politics rarely features in debates within the Authority.  However, the politics of the Dales has historically been Conservative/Independent.  Having 16 directly elected members is likely to ensure an inbuilt Conservative / Independent representation on any future National Park Authority.  The issue for members is whether this is considered healthy or desirable in a National Park context.  It may be possible, as per the Scottish model, to ensure that if an individual were to stand in a direct election to the National Park Authority, they could not do so under a political `badge’.  However, how transparent these arrangements would be to the local electorate could be an issue.
Council Tax

17. Members will be aware that currently all National Park Authorities are funded from direct national taxation. (The cost of the YDNPA is around £0.17 per tax payer in the UK) In effect this provides a subsidy to local Council Tax payers living in those constituent local authorities that are covered by a National Park.  There is nothing in the consultation paper regarding any potential changes to these arrangements (nor would there be as the paper concentrates on the ‘principle’ of direct elections) but it is difficult to see how the question of why National Parks are funded from national taxation when 16 of their 22 members represent a local constituency, would not be raised at some stage in the future.  Any member involved in a local authority would be aware about the potential impact of transferring the costs of a National Park Authority from the national purse to the local council tax payer.  A situation that would be even more acute if the taxation was levied against those that live in the Park rather than against the whole of the constituent local authority. 
18. Of course the main conclusion to infer from the Ministerial Foreword and the consultation paper is that if direct elections were to be introduced, they would be to replace those members appointed by parish councils.  This is, in effect, the Scottish model.

19. When members of this Authority have discussed the issue in the past, they have always come out against direct elections of parish members.  Indeed this was the position of all English National Park Authorities until recently when ENPAA considered the potential impacts of unitary government.  During this debate the English Chairmen’s Group withdrew its objection, in principle, to the direct election of parish members.  

20. The experience in this Authority suggests that the direct election of parish members may have some merit and might help reinvigorate the current system.  In recent years, not only has there been some difficulty in getting members to stand for the National Park Authority, but even when an election has been called between candidates the response from Parish Councils/Parish Meetings, in terms of voting, has been disappointing.  It is likely that, should the electorate of the National Park have the opportunity to directly elect a representative from their area, there could be greater interest in the process.  Again, this has been the experience of the Scottish system.  The downside, if that is the correct term, of such an approach would be the costs of these elections which have been highlighted earlier in the paper.  If members were minded to support the principle of direct elections of parish members, then it would be helpful to add the caveat that the funding for such elections should be provided as additional grant to National Park Authorities.  For members’ information the total cost of such elections throughout the English National Park regions is estimated as £360,000.  The issue for Members to address is whether the benefits of changing the approach outweigh the costs.
ENPAA position

21. The English Chairs group discussed the question of direct elections to National Park Authorities at a meeting in July.  At that point they did not have benefit of having seen the consultation paper and consequently agreed a number of over-arching principles.  These were as follows:-

· there is real benefit of having a broad basis from which members are drawn to a National Park Authority;

· the independence of National Park Authorities (with no one authority having dominance) should be upheld;

· the resolution of potential problems caused by changes in membership should be resolved through action at national level given the status and national objectives of the National Parks; 
· the diversity and balance of National Park Authority membership should be retained;

· ensuring satisfactory local knowledge and connection with the national park areas amongst a National Park Authority’s membership is critical and needs to be retained;

· the national interest in National Park Authorities should not be diminished;

· the authorities should not be reduced or increased in size; and

· the costs of the process should be proportionate to the benefits, with any additional expenditure funded by central government.

22.
This matter was discussed again at the ENPAA meeting at the recent conference in the Lake District (attended by the Chairman and the Chief Executive).  The overwhelming consensus at this meeting, from the Chairmen of the English National Park Authorities, was that the current system was the best in terms of producing effective NPAs.  Even the principle of elections for Parish Members was not supported, although the YDNPA representatives expressed a view that they might demur from the position of their colleagues. 

Views expressed by other parties

MPs
23.
Discussions between National Park Authorities and various MPs would seem to indicate a range of different views.

Local Government Association
24. The Local Government Association and Welsh Local Government Association have indicated their strong objection to the principle of extending direct elections to National Park Authorities.  In recent weeks the Local Government Chronicle has featured this matter on its front pages as a centre spread entitled `trouble in paradise’ and a lead editorial.  None of these showed any sympathy from the local government community for the principle of directly elected National Park Authority members.

Campaign for National Parks

25. CNP are still considering their response which will be formulated by their trustees.  

Conclusion
26. The issue of direct elections to National Park Authorities is not a new one.  It arises periodically and, in the past, this Authority has taken a policy view that direct elections are not appropriate.  However, this was done without the benefit, or experience, of seeing any other model in practice.  The Scottish National Parks, since their inception, have had direct elections for a small number of members.  The view in Scotland has been that this has added to the strength of those local authorities.  The fears associated with parochialism and members believing they have a greater democratic mandate have not materialised.  There are issues in England with the robustness of the current approach for appointing parish members and members of this Authority may feel that this could benefit from a changed approach.
27. The question of extending direct elections to include all other District and County members appears to have little merit for the reasons outlined in the paper.  It is difficult to see how any change would lead to improved performance and/or influence at a regional and national level.  National Parks are so called because they were designated for the nation.  This has been recognised in their funding arrangements although the make up of members has always ensured that there is a majority that are appointed from local constituencies (currently 16 to 6). 
28. There may be times when it is sorely tempting to treat the National Park as ‘an island’, unaffected by developments at a regional or national level.  However, this would seem to be a naïve and short-sighted approach and consequently it is not recommended that extending direct elections to include 16 of the 22 members of the National Park Authority would be a positive step.

29. The comments within this paper go beyond simply an examination of the `principle’ of direct elections.  The reasons are quite clear.  It is almost impossible to look at a question of principle without looking at the consequences for individual National Park Authorities.  The comments within this paper are highlighted within the attached (Appendix 2) response to the detailed questions in the consultation paper.
RECOMMENDATION
30. It is recommended that Appendix 2 be submitted to Government as the response of the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority to the direct elections consultation paper.
David Butterworth
Chief Executive
16 September 2008
Background documents:
Defra Consultation on direction elections for National Park and Broads Authorities – 
28 July 2008
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