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YORKSHIRE DALES NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY 

 
ITEM  7 

 
  
Committee: AUDIT AND REVIEW 
Date: 13 April 2021 
  
  
Report: PERFORMANCE REVIEW OF THE LESSONS LEARNED FROM 

THE AUTHORITY’S RESPONSE TO COVID-19 
 

 
 
Purpose of the report 
 
1. To provide an assessment of the performance of the National Park Authority in 

response to the Covid pandemic and to identify the lessons learned arising from that 
response. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

 
2. That the Audit & Review Committee (A&R) consider the attached report and approve 

the lessons learned – set out at the end of the paper. 
 
Strategic Planning Framework 

 

3. The information and recommendation contained in this report are consistent with the 
Authority’s statutory purposes and it’s approved strategic planning framework: 
 

 Corporate Plan objective 35 

 Plan and manage the Authority’s work so as to make the most effective use of our 
resources.  

 Action 35.6: Carry out a Member-led review to identify lessons and implications from 
the Covid-19 outbreak  
  

Background 
 

3. In June 2020 the A&R Committee agreed to suspend the normal programme of Major 
Project Reviews for 2020-21. Instead they requested that there should be an 
examination of the Authority’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic. This should identify 
any long term implications for the Authority in its future work planning.  
 

4. At the November meeting of A&R the Committee approved the following terms of 
reference: 

a. lessons to be learned from the way that the Authority dealt with the impacts of 
Covid-19 on its service delivery –internally and externally;   

b. the potential response to the longer term implications of Covid-19 for the 
operation of the Authority and the achievement of our objectives. This would 
focus on issues around: home-working; premises; services to visitors etc… 
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5. The review team was composed of: 

  

 the Chair of the A&R Committee - Jim Munday  

 the Chair of the Authority - Neil Heseltine 

 the Director of Park Services - Kathryn Beardmore  

 the Communications Manager - Mark Sadler and 

 the Chief Executive - David Butterworth. 
 

6. The Review Team’s final report is attached as an Appendix to this paper 

 
 
David Butterworth 
Chief Executive 

 
6 April 2021 
 
Background documents:   
 
None 
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Appendix 
  

Covid-19: The response of the Yorkshire Dales National Park 
Authority and the Lessons Learned. 
 

Context and Framework for the Review. 
 

1. The group first met formally in January 2021 and has met on 3 occasions in total. In 
addition, they have considered evidence notes, data and information by email and 
through individual discussions.  At the group’s first meeting it was decided that the 
review should concentrate primarily on the key decisions that had been taken by the 
Authority, as opposed to examining wider public policy, or those decisions taken by 
other bodies. The principle output of the review was to identify the ‘Lessons Learned’ 
for the future.  

 
2. When the review was agreed by the A&R Committee in June It was assumed it would 

take place at the end of the financial year and would have the benefit of hindsight in 
looking back over the period March – October; after the pandemic had ended or at 
least eased. This would have allowed for a greater perspective and reflection. Of 
course what we know now is that the review was actually undertaken, largely, whilst 
the pandemic was at its peak. 

 
3. This made it more difficult, but increasingly important, to understand the context in 

which judgements and decisions were taken at the time rather than looking at events 
purely in hindsight. To assist with this, a timeline Covid - 19 Chronology of Key 
Events/Issues was produced. Members can see the document on the Members’ 
Extranet. 

 
4. The group did contemplate whether they should suspend the review, but after due 

consideration decided it would be best to continue, whilst the issues were still fresh in 
people’s minds. One consequence of that decision is that the conclusions have been 
significantly affected by the length of time of the pandemic and the impact it has had 
on the Authority‘s services and personnel. Indeed, some of the lessons we can take 
form the pandemic are still to be determined. 

 
5. After an initial discussion of the broader Covid issues, the group broke down its 

consideration into six areas, though it was recognised there was considerable overlap 
between the areas. These were: 

 

 Decision making context and culture 

 Service Delivery 

 Planning for the future 

 Media & communications 

 Staffing Issus 

 Partnership working. 
 

6. This breakdown helped the group to focus discussion on key areas of Authority 
decision making. However, the results of the review are presented here in the familiar 
Audit & Review Committee format of: 
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 What went well and why? 

 What went less well and why? 

 What are the lessons learned and recommendations?  
 

What went well and why? 
 

Decision making – context and culture 
 
a) Decision making by the Covid working group   
 

7. The first issue to be examined by the review team was whether it had been a good 
idea to establish an internal Covid working group comprising the Chair, Deputy Chair, 
senior and specialist officers.  This decision was taken on 11 March 2020. It met 
weekly initially, then fortnightly until July, and dealt with the early stages of the 
Authority’s response to the pandemic. 

 
8. There was a general consensus that the Covid working group had proved to be 

necessary, helpful and effective.  Having Member and officer input ensured collective 
leadership of the organisation and wider involvement, understanding and agreement 
in the decisions that were taken.  Having specialist officers on the group – the 
Communications Manager, the Head of HR, the ICT Manager as well as other 
specialist officers attending when required, also enabled critical knowledge input into 
decision making that was fundamental in framing the Authority’s response to the 
pandemic, both internally and externally. The key decisions that were taken between 
March and May were affected by the pandemic situation changing very rapidly. The 
requirement for greater urgency in all decision making was clearly apparent and 
necessary.  

 
9. A fundamental decision was taken in early March that the Authority should continue 

to carry out its role and responsibilities and ‘strive for normality’ as much as possible.  
The reason for this approach was simple - to try and allay some of the very deep 
fears that were being felt by many during the early stages of the pandemic.  It’s 
important to remember (because it has now been lost with the passage of time) just 
how intense and widespread these fears were in the whole country.   

 
10. We had to make an assumption about how long it was likely that we would be 

working under these emergency conditions. The initial view, considered by some to 
be alarmist at the time, was that we needed to put processes in place that would take 
us through to the autumn. This meant that we moved beyond simply seeing the 
pandemic as a very short term ‘hump’ that we needed to get over.  It focused the 
Authority on putting in place working arrangements that could stand the test of time if 
the pandemic continued. In the event the length of time that the pandemic affected 
the Country went way beyond the Autumn and this caused the Authority significant 
problems, which are picked up later in this paper. 

 
11. The impact on the ‘culture’ of the Authority of the need for a much quicker, and 

therefore less inclusive form of decision-making was highlighted by the review group.  
The Authority’s decision-making is usually much more ‘consultative’, which is slower 
but tends to have more ‘buy in’. However, in dealing with the pandemic, this wasn’t 
always possible and generally it had to be much sharper.  This was seen on all levels 



5 
 

of decision-making – political and executive.  There was discussion about the merits 
or otherwise of this approach for future working and the impact on the culture of the 
Authority. There is a question as to whether, outside of an emergency like the 
pandemic, this is appropriate.  

 
12. The review group considered the issue of how decision-making affected (and was 

perceived by), staff.  There was a view that quicker decision-making could be seen as 
strong leadership but, particularly as a result of the ‘culture’ of the organization, it 
could equally be seen as autocratic.  It was recognized that individual staff have 
different views on this matter.  

 
13. Overall, it was recognised that this approach and speed of decision-making during 

the pandemic allowed the Authority to stay ‘on the front foot’; always trying to 
consider what the future issues would be rather than simply dealing with immediate 
problems. An example of this was illustrated by the Director of Corporate Services’ 
redrafting of the Authority’s Business Continuity Plan as early as 6 March.  Another 
was the decision not to distribute the Visitor newspaper because of the impact on 
local businesses and advertisers. The Authority took a significant financial loss for 
that decision, but the review group felt it was the correct one.  It demonstrated to 
businesses that we understood their problems, and built goodwill and protected our 
relationship with them for the future.  It would also have been extremely insensitive to 
distribute the Visitor in the initial timeframe in view of the lockdown situation and 
uncertainty. 

 
b) Role of Members  
 

14. There was a general view that Members were kept sufficiently informed of the issues 
that the Authority was facing - initially, through a series of notes and then by the re-
establishment (much quicker than most other authorities) of new governance 
arrangements.  A timeline of communications with Members can be seen on the 
Members Extranet. 

 
15. The review group considered in more detail the question about the role of Members 

and the use of the CEO’s emergency decision-making powers.  The reluctance of the 
Authority’s CEO to use these emergency powers for any significant length of time 
contrasted with a number of other organisations.   There was a drive to get Authority 
Members back into their appropriate decision-making role, which is one of the 
reasons why we (through the Monitoring Officer and the Chair) pushed Government 
hard to quickly establish new regulations to allow Members to meet by video 
conference. 

 
16. On that point, it is important to remember how reticent and concerned some Members 

were about this new way of working.  Few had had any significant experience of 
video conferencing (VC) and there were some real concerns, not just about the 
technical ability to be able to make it work, but the impact on Members’ decision 
making culture.     

 
17. In terms of Members’ approach to VC meetings, after an understandably nervous 

start (it was a new approach for many), Members adapted well.  The structure of VC 
meetings has helped encourage greater diversity of contributions in meetings.  These 
contributions are generally sharper and more pertinent.  Members seem to be more 
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disciplined in meetings, possibly because they are aware that they are being live 
streamed – another consequence brought about by the pandemic.  
 

c)  Public participation in decision-making 

 
18. The review group considered the impact of moving the public business of the 

Authority on-line.  Data shows that more members of the public are attending 
Authority VC meetings than when they were held ‘face to face’.  However, we have 
no qualitative data which tells us what the public think of this form of access. The 
group thought that the Authority’s early decision to allow the public to view and then 
take part in Committee meetings had gone well.  Clearly, the ability for more 
members of the public to access meetings is improved when they are held remotely.  
The fact they are publicly streamed and the recordings are made available to view 
later increases engagement opportunities. 

 
19. On a more general theme, there was a discussion as to whether the Authority should 

now move to VC public meetings as standard practice. It remains one of the key 
questions and judgements for this Authority in future - how far we will continue to use 
video conferencing.  This issue, although it will obviously affect Members, is to do 
with the responsibility we have to provide services to the public in a way that best 
suits them. What is clear is that the Authority needs to have the legal basis to hold 
meetings in this way – if it should choose to do so, or if it wishes to have a mixture of 
face to face and VC meetings. This is a matter that the Authority has been taken up 
with Government, along with many other local authorities.  

 
 

Service Delivery 
 
a) Initial decisions 
 

20. The early decision to try to continue to deliver Authority services whilst managing the 
impact of the pandemic was contrary to the initial decision taken by a number of other 
bodies, including some NPAs, who suspended elements of their service. The review 
group felt this was a sound judgement and stood us in good stead initially. However, 
it became more problematic as 2020 rolled into 2021. 

 
21. The Authority’s 2020-21 Action Plan was adopted in May (barely a month after the 

original budget had been approved). This allowed us to make some adjustments to 
take account (as best we could then) of the likely impacts of Covid. Some work was 
dropped and a programme of work was put together that we believed could still be 
delivered in the circumstances. The Authority was still working to that draft in early 
2021 when the third lockdown was announced. There is a question as to whether that 
lockdown has knocked us off course for many of the actions within the Action Plan 
and whether the Plan should have been reduced in scale towards the end of 
2020/beginning of 2021. This is considered later in this paper. 

 
22. The working group considered the question: how well prepared were we in the pre-

planning we put in place to deal with the second lockdown?  Planning for a second 
lockdown began on the day that the Government announced there wouldn’t be a 
second lockdown – in early October!  All Directors discussed with their Section Heads 
what needed to be put in place should such an eventuality occur.  Park Services were 
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most affected and the Heads of Park Management and Visitor Services developed 
contingency plans to ensure services could continue to be delivered if further public 
restrictions were put in place whilst assuming (correctly as it turned out) that this 
wouldn’t include significant restrictions on the public’s ability to travel 

 
b) Back office work  

 
23. One of the successes of the year was in how quickly the Members, staff in general, 

and the corporate staff in particular, established the systems that were needed to 
allow the Authority to continue to function during Covid. These systems were up and 
running very quickly.  A number of staff were working flat out to try to keep the 
Authority operating and were largely successful.  Credit is due in particular to the IT 
team and to those officers who joined the organisation part way through the 
pandemic.  The Committees Officer was highlighted as one who was facing a set of 
extraordinary circumstances that no one coming into the role might be expected to 
have to handle.  In the event Member and Committee support was considered to be 
exemplary by the review group. 

 
24. During May an entire re-budgeting exercise took place, only weeks after Members 

had approved the original budget (for legal reasons) on 31 March. This budget 
revision took into account substantial anticipated changes to income streams, 
additional Covid-related work, rates reduction, furloughing etc…all of which helped to 
keep the finances on track. Part way through the year, further revisions were made 
when we realised that some of the dire assumptions of a reduction in income had not 
come to pass. All of this took place at the same time that we were providing Defra 
with a series of projections and information regarding our finances. 

 
c) Visitor management 

 
25. The review group saw evidence which highlighted some of the innovative ways in 

which service delivery continued in the period after the first lockdown.  The issues 
caused by visitors returning to the countryside and coast were well-documented 
across the UK. To try to deal with these issues we introduced new processes such as 
the traffic light system for monitoring capacity in our car parks.  This proved useful in 
its early days though less so as the summer went on.  The review group felt that 
introducing the traffic light system was as important for the message it sent to 
residents - that we were taking their concerns seriously - as it was to provide practical 
help and advice for visitors. 

 
26. In terms of direct face-to-face service delivery to the public, one of the most 

significant successes was the continuation of service provided by the Rangers and 
Visitor Centre staff.  The Rangers have operated throughout the pandemic; not only 
in delivering their own roles and responsibilities but picking up those of other staff and 
other bodies, e.g. sorting the mail, scanning documentation, ensuring the security of 
premises, delivering food parcels to vulnerable communities etc.  

 
27. The Information Advisors, although furloughed during the early part of pandemic, had 

to adapt to significant new ways of working, including working outside of the visitor 
centres in the car parks during the second lockdown.  There were some initial issues 
and concerns about this, but it ensured that we could continue to provide a service to 
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the visiting public (many of whom were first time visitors to the National Park) and 
local communities alike.  

 
28. When the easing of the first lockdown restrictions was announced by the 

Government, we had already put in place our plans for the opening of car parks and 
toilets.  The Authority was one of the first organisations to take the decision to reopen 
its car parks and toilets – in the face of some opposition. Re-opening these facilities 
was discussed at length, prior to the easing of lockdown, and in the days and weeks 
afterwards.  The decision was taken because we believed that visitors would come 
back to the Park whether the car parks and toilets were open or not; and visitor 
management was much easier with toilets and car parks open than if they were 
closed.  In retrospect we believe this was the correct decision. The risk assessments 
that lay behind this judgement were put onto our website and were open for public 
scrutiny.  Some of the problems, in some parts of the Park and indeed the rest of the 
country by car parks and toilets remaining closed were well documented in the media 
vehicles parked at the entrance to properties or blocking emergency vehicles, to the 
unfortunate after effects of the public still needing facilities when they weren’t open! 
 

29. A number of volunteers were recruited to ‘meet and greet’ the public during the 
Summer. This was a development of an approach originally introduced in 2018.  This 
was also a good example of where one or two local communities stepped up to the 
plate in dealing with some issues caused by large numbers of visitors returning to the 
countryside.  The Malham community in particular provided one of the best examples 
with their ‘Dalesmakers’, there were also some excellent community initiatives in 
dealing with some of the problems caused by littering.  The experience we had of 
using volunteers enabled us to roll out a process towards the end of 2020 where 
information advisors were themselves working in car parks in a meet and greet 
capacity.  We have recruited additional volunteers to meet and greet visitors for 2021. 

 
30. Of more relevance for future working was the decision (once we had some inkling 

that the visitors coming to the National Park represented a new demographic and an 
increase in the harder to reach groups in society) to carry out a range of visitor 
surveys to enable us to better understand why visitors were coming here and how we 
might potentially encourage them to visit in the future.  Extensive surveys were 
undertaken with 1,200 people surveyed between May and November.   There is 
some irony in the fact that National Park Authorities (among many other bodies) have 
been seeking demographic and other changes in visitor profiles for decades and yet 
the Covid pandemic provided the most significant shift in our lifetimes. 

 
31. The review group considered further how we could build on what had happened last 

year to develop our approach to new visitors.  How do we engage and retain them?  
This year, in-depth surveys will be undertaken at Aysgarth, Grassington and Malham 
to find out more about our new visitors. We will be asking about their digital habits - 
where people socialise in digital places – what routes they use, i.e. WhatsApp, Twitter 
etc., so we can understand how we might best reach them in the future. As part of 
this approach, there are discussions with other NPAs looking at the commonality of 
visitor information.   

 
32. There were some concerns expressed that there might be a ‘trip advisor effect’ (the 

Yorkshire Dales National Park was recently voted the best National Park in Europe by 
Trip Advisor) and honeypot areas may become further ‘saturated’ with visitors.  The 
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question for the Authority is whether should be attempting to disperse them across 
the Park.  That assumes we have the ability, desire and capability to do that. 
Fundamentally, 30% of visitors don’t look at any information before they come here.  
They know where they want to go and why, so are not easily deterred.  Dispersing 
visitors isn’t easy nor may it be desirable. In addition, our survey data shows visitors 
themselves were extremely happy with their visit. Our role is to help people to make 
informed choices about options and where to go. We are currently re-developing our 
National Park App to engage new audiences.  i.e. QR code app to download onto 
phones.  

 

Planning for the future  
 

33. The importance of trying to get ‘onto the front foot’ was one that was quickly adopted 
by the Authority, even when the pressure to just deal with more immediate concerns 
was quite intense.  In general, the group felt it had been a successful approach 
though there was little understanding that Covid restrictions might run through into 
2021, at the start of the pandemic. 
 

34. One of the earliest examples of forward planning was provided by the Solicitor and 
Monitoring Officer.  She had to deal with the problems of how the Authority could 
continue to operate whilst being constrained by the provisions of 1972 Local 
Government Act; this does not permit virtual meetings to take place.  Along with her 
colleagues she lobbied for the necessary changes we needed and when they were 
finally announced, produced the necessary framework to allow us to quickly introduce 
them into the Authority.  We were probably the first organisation in the area to do this.  
A number of authorities and NPAs were more relaxed about decisions that ordinarily 
rest with Members (including planning decisions) being taking under emergency 
powers by officers or under extended delegation arrangements.  That was never part 
of our approach. 
 

35. One of the most discussed examples of forward planning was that we started our 
deliberations on post-Covid working in September 2020!  A few eyebrows were raised 
at that decision at the time and those eyebrows went even higher when the country 
went into the third lockdown in January.  It might have seemed a little premature to be 
discussing those issues but the decision was taken to examine them early because it 
was clear by September that (post-Covid) the Authority would never be working in the 
same way again.  The question of post-Covid working remains one of the most 
important ones facing the Authority and this review will hopefully provide some 
guidance and information to shape possible approaches. 

 
36. The review group spent a little time looking at the potential future impact of the 

pandemic on wider socio economic issues. Have we done sufficient work on ‘selling’ 
the area as a place to live and work in by taking advantage of ‘new audiences’ and 
the public’s new found enthusiasm for evaluating where they live and how/where they 
can now do their work?  Is that our role or are we supporting others? 

 
37. There is some evidence which suggests that more people want to move to rural areas 

now there is better digital connectivity to allow people to work from home. 
Conversations with local estate agents have produced some interesting data.  
Houses were selling very well.  People were looking to move from more urban to rural 
areas if decent housing is within commuting distance to major settlements.  There is 
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interest because, even though we might think house prices in the Dales are high, 
many people believe they can get better value for money here – plus other benefits 
e.g. good schooling.  The key is that the digital infrastructure is in place.   

 
38. The role of the Authority is a supportive one – helping those bodies that have the 

remit and the resources to promote the broader socio economic agenda. However, 
we hope the changing trends will encourage developers to make progress on housing 
and economic development sites.  The Authority has created a ‘Live in the Dales’ 
section on the website; case studies from people who have moved into the Dales to 
live and work.  A blog on the opportunities for relocating to the area was produced in 
2020 and more could be done in the future, something being considered through the 
Great Places: Lakes and Dales initiative. 

 

Media and Communications  
 

39. The volume and intensity of work undertaken by the Authority in relation to 
communications was one of the features of our response to the pandemic.  We had a 
range of ‘audiences’ that we had to satisfy: The Government, local communities, 
visitors’ and the media’s demands for information. 

 
40. There was unanimity in the view that the Authority’s media and communications had 

been exemplary throughout the pandemic.  Comms provided some of the best 
examples of how we have been on the front foot in our messaging, particularly in 
explaining to the public (including local communities) the reasoning behind the 
decisions we took.  The challenge of balancing messages for visitors and for local 
communities was a difficult one particularly in the early stages of the pandemic.  It 
was judged as critical not to set aside the statutory purposes for which the Authority 
and the National Park are designated, and to explain why this designation was 
important in the decisions we took. 

 
41. What this meant in practical terms was that although we could be as supportive of the 

local community as possible (whether that be in practical ways like food delivery to 
vulnerable groups by the Ranger Service or in highlighting/publicising the importance 
of business in the National Park) we didn’t shy away from some difficult and often 
unpopular messages about how the Authority was going to deal with aspects of the 
pandemic. This included the re-opening of visitor facilities sooner than many 
communities would have liked, or being clear that the Authority’s role was not to 
‘police’ public conduct during the pandemic or by ‘calling out’ some of the signs 
directed at visitors as unhelpful and inappropriate.  This led to some difficult and 
tense situations and the conduct of the Ranger service on the ground who were 
facing these issues on a daily basis, particularly during the summer with the easing of 
lockdown, was excellent.  

 
42. During the course of the pandemic the Authority’s social media presence increased 

hugely.  The ‘Respect’ message was developed and promoted. This was about trying 
to avoid the ‘telling’ messages and embrace a more positive tone.  Essentially 
seeking to put an ‘arm’ around local communities while speaking to seasoned and 
new visitors.  We aimed to deliver a positive message and the introduction of a series 
of infographics gave a human touch to that message.  The group thought the respect 
message had given a level of reassurance to residents and visitors without being 
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dictatorial. There had been over 1.5 million views of the infographics, and many 
positive comments received on our messaging. 

 
43. A number of Authority communication campaigns were developed during the 

pandemic.  These were designed to keep the public informed and interested in the 
National Park.  One example was the ‘Bring Outdoors Indoors’ initiative which 
recognised that there were many people who would have liked to have come to the 
National Park but either couldn’t, or wouldn’t, because of the pandemic.  We took the 
Park to them - digitally. 
 

44. The pace at which issues had to be dealt with was constant and intensive.  The 
Comms Team responded well to these pressures through good management, daily 
contact and the setting of clear targets about what needed to be achieved and in what 
timeframe.   

 
45. Because the Government rarely gave any notice of their policy changes, we were 

putting together a range of different messages based on the different options that 
Government might come forward with.  This meant a lot more work was required but 
it did mean that as soon as a Government decision was announced we were on the 
front foot with our message and in line with the latest situation and putting that out to 
the public as soon as possible. 

 

Staffing issues  
 

46. The Authority carried out a whole staff survey in July, to provide more detailed 
information on how staff were coping and what support they might require from the 
Authority. The survey told us staff felt strongly the Authority had supported them and 
kept them up to date through the first lockdown.  76% of staff felt they’d received 
sufficient support - including communication from their Manager - with 86% agreeing 
they’d received sufficient updates from the Authority throughout.  

 

47. Overall, staff coped well through the first lockdown with 88% indicating they had been 
‘calm and in control’, or ‘mostly calm but occasionally worried’.  By the end of 
lockdown that had increased to 90%.  When we asked how we might better support 
health and wellbeing amongst staff, many said they just wanted the Authority to 
understand how hard they were working in difficult circumstances, to appreciate their 
efforts, and to communicate effectively with them.  

 
48. Many staff said the most difficult aspect of working during lockdown was missing the 

social interaction at the office followed by access to reliable equipment and 
connectivity - with tasks taking longer to complete from home - and having to juggle 
home schooling alongside their day jobs.  

 
49. We asked staff to identify what improvements to how they worked prior to lockdown 

they had noticed.  They said: the flexibility to start and finish work when it better 
suited them, fewer distractions, better home-working environments, shorter and more 
efficient (virtual) meetings, and the time saved not commuting.  Just over half of staff 
said they were happy to work from home. 

 
50. Authority-supplied equipment was the overwhelming response from staff when we 

asked what we might do to enable them to work from home more effectively.  Parts of 
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the job that could only be carried out at the office included access to printers, 
scanners, filing, royal mail, fieldwork for non-office-based staff and face-to-face 
meetings for others.  72% of staff said they had access to the systems and equipment 
they needed to work effectively from home and were able to obtain answers to work 
related queries in a timely manner. 

 
51. Although these survey results were generally positive, it should be noted that they 

were taken in the Summer. Feedback suggests that things became increasingly 
difficult for some staff as the pandemic dragged on and it became clearer that we 
were in for a much longer haul. The group accepted that at year end reviews, it was 
unlikely (and unreasonable) to expect one view back across staff on how they had 
coped and that individual ‘performance’ might vary considerably.  The personal 
circumstances of staff have had a major (and different) impact as has the way in 
which individuals have coped with different pressures.  The closure of schools will 
clearly have had more impact on those staff with children and some sections had 
more staff who were affected by this. 

 
52. With managers suddenly having to remotely manage their teams, a ‘managing from a 

distance’ two-day training course was offered to managers to support this new way of 
working.  

 
53. More generally, the pandemic has confirmed that managers are not born with the 

skills to remotely manage others. We need to develop these competencies as part of 
any new ways of working.  

 
54. We also have to consider how to retain the positive aspects of the ‘culture’ of the 

organisation and promote staff interaction – for all its benefits.  This is valuable 
professionally and personally.  We need to put in place something that can replicate 
the ‘water cooler’ moments and enable not just interaction within sections, but also 
within the wider organisation. We may also need to help staff (and Members) stay 
connected with the Park, to enable them to explore it physically as well as virtually. 

 
55. Future Member interaction is also an issue that we may need to address.  It is more 

difficult now for Members to socialise.  An initiative is underway to improve social 
interaction with a ‘coffee corridor’ but this has had limited attendance.  Member 
training and development is an opportunity to try and create opportunities in the Park 
for Members to come together in a more informal situation.  We need to allow time for 
the Chair’s Member development initiative which attempts to address this issue. 

 

Partnership working 
 

56. The extent to which the Authority engaged in partnership working was considered by 
the review group but largely as an adjutant to its examination of other matters.  There 
was a general view that we engaged where we could but were not afraid to go it 
alone where we thought it in the best interests of our different audiences and the 
Authority.  

 
57. Generally speaking, we tended to wait to be asked to help others.  This was because 

the issues where we were approached to help were not covered by our statutory 
remit. Although, in the early days of the pandemic, Government encouraged public 
bodies to help generally where they could, and we responded. 
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58. Essentially partnership working fell into two distinct areas; Strategic oversight and 

practical application.  On the former, the liaison between English NPAs was very 
good throughout the year.  This related to sharing of experience e.g. through the 
weekend reports collated by the Head of Park Management, which were circulated to 
Defra and other NPAs; and planning/lobbying of central Government for 
help/information. NPA CEOs also met formally each week and officers at different 
levels took part in a number of co-ordinated groups. 

 
59. At a local level strategic oversight was not so good.  The Authority was not invited to 

be a member of the North Yorkshire or Cumbria Resilience Forums, though we were 
kept up to date through excellent contacts at Richmondshire and Craven District 
Councils, and North Yorkshire (NY) Police.  Some NPAs who were on their local 
groups felt they were able to contribute more directly to the local response. 

 
60. From a practical point of view partnership working went well.  Examples being: the 

role of staff in assisting with the distribution of food and other provisions, the work 
with the Police forces of North Yorkshire and Cumbria and the co-ordination of 
relevant public messages with North York Moors NPA and NY police.  The 
relationship with NY Police was particularly strong with a clear understanding of each 
other’s roles and the development of good communication channels on the ground 
and through formal Comms teams. 

 
61. The Authority also found itself in a number of situations where we were asked to help 

in matters that were impacting on the Park, but where we didn’t have any remit. 
Examples of this were in relation to anti-social problems being experienced at 
Threshfield quarry, and more generally the problems caused by increased littering in 
the Park.  The Leader of Craven DC (also a NPA Authority Member) took a very pro-
active approach to these matters and was not afraid to seek help and assistance from 
the Authority. 

 
62. Of more difficulty, and one that is likely to come back in a major way during 2021, 

was the issue of motorcyclists and what some perceived as poor conduct.  There 
were frequent complaints directed at a number of bodies (including the Authority) 
about ‘anti-social’ behaviour.  Some residents were concerned about what they saw 
as illegal actions (speeding, excessive noise) which at least have a solution; other 
residents seemed simply to object to the presence of motorcyclists because it 
disturbed the tranquillity that they had experienced during the first weeks of lockdown.  
Whilst that view might be reasonably held, it is rather more difficult to deal with as 
there is no unlawful activity taking place and motor cyclists, like all other visitors, are 
absolutely entitled to travel around the roads of the National Park.  

 
63. Some communities have moved beyond simply moaning about this issue and 

established a group to examine the matter in more detail and to see if there are some 
practical solutions that might be developed.  The Authority has been asked to 
contribute to this group.  Whether one of those solutions will involve bringing in legal 
restrictions to deal with some of the issues around speeding or reclassifying certain 
areas as quiet zones (as is the practice in some other protected areas) remains a 
moot point. Past experience has suggested local communities will not accept local 
speed restrictions or the creation of quieter roads.  Maybe changed times will have 
changed minds?  
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What went less well and why? 
 
Service delivery 
 

64. The decision to continue to provide a range of services at the same time as managing 
the impact of Covid became more problematic the longer the pandemic went on, 
particularly as we hit the second and third lockdowns.  Some of the short term 
solutions (or ‘sticking plasters’) that we had to put in place started to strain.  Some 
staff started to struggle in terms of the suitability of the equipment they were using 
and increasing issues with the working environment in which they were still delivering 
services, i.e. mostly from home. This could be basic infrastructure such as broadband 
provision, or other calls on their time (schooling children). This became more acute as 
the year progressed with the third lockdown causing the worst impact of all. 

 
65. The push to achieve the Authority’s objectives and actions, which had been adopted 

in May 2020 also became an increasing problem as the year wore on and we began 
to experience the worst aspects of the pandemic. Carrying out a revision to the action 
plan, at the time of the third lockdown would probably have been pointless and 
impossible; another burden on already stretched workloads. However, the problems 
could have been eased by a much more explicit recognition from the Authority that 
some aspects of the plan would now not be delivered due to the continuation of the 
pandemic. 
    

66. Moreover, when the Action Plan was produced in May 2020, were senior managers 
ruthless enough in taking things out of it to enable staff to deal with their work 
programmes and the impact of Covid?  The issues were raised at the time, but the 
context for the plan was the pandemic essentially being over by October. The impact 
of not being more ruthless may well have been significant. We’ll know more about this 
as part of the staff appraisal and performance assessment process at the end of May 
2021. 

 
67. The review group considered the Authority’s approach (internally and externally) to 

how we responded to the third lockdown.  As this report is being prepared during that 
lockdown, we don’t yet have the benefit of hindsight in giving us a fuller picture of how 
we have coped and managed.  In terms of visitor management, it does not appear to 
have created too many difficulties: partly to do with the time of the year, partly to do 
with some very poor weather.  Internally, as highlighted above, it has been much 
more difficult.   Some of the reasons why the lockdown has impacted more than 
previous ones, appear to apply universally; the whole country seems to have 
struggled more with the third lockdown – in spite of generally good news on the 
vaccine front.  As discussed above, some of the ‘sticking plasters’ that have been in 
place for some time have come under severe pressure, particularly those that relate 
to IT equipment and increasingly inadequate working conditions at home.  In an 
attempt to address this, significant expenditure has taken place on providing new 
equipment; though this was provided as much with an eye on future working 
requirements as it was in trying to address the current problems. 
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Staffing Issues 
 

68. When the second lockdown was announced, the Authority explained to the public 
how we would manage the situation.  This was generally well received.  However, it 
was not uniformly welcomed within parts of the staff body, at least initially.  The 
Director of Park Services and her Managers had to deal with some difficult situations 
with some staff.  They felt they were being put at risk in continuing to deliver services 
to the public outside of the centres despite the Authority sharing risk assessments 
and discussing these in some detail with Unison, who raised no concerns. However, 
continual engagement and flexibility on taking leave meant the new ways of working 
went well and were generally accepted.   
 

69. It was recognised that there is a need to understand and appreciate how staff have 
coped in their very different home working environments.  Some appear to have 
struggled more than others because of what they have had to deal with.  What is 
difficult to assess is the way in which staff have dealt with the pandemic simply 
because everyone deals with these things in a different way even though 
circumstances might be similar.  The question is, how flexible can the Authority be in 
recognising these individual differences, and the need for different approaches that 
doesn’t impact on others, balanced against the requirement to develop a fair and 
consistent framework within which these issues are managed? A critical question for 
post covid working. 

 
70. The pandemic has starkly illustrated the importance of the balance between service 

delivery and meeting staff expectations in terms of their work-life balance.  This is a 
complicated and fraught area, but fundamental to judgements on new ways of 
working as part of ‘blended working for the future.  It’s what lies behind the Members’ 
view at the recent Policy Development Forum to adopt a ‘direction of travel’ that 
retains the contractual importance of the office/work base for staff, thereby creating 
the time and space to allow the Authority to look at issues that we need to address as 
more home working is introduced. 

 
71. The Authority has tried to be as flexible as we can be with staff - collectively and 

individually – but the importance of continuing to provide a good service has been 
continually re-emphasized.  This has undoubtedly created some issues though its 
extent is still being determined. As explained in paragraph 65 - service delivery, we 
were still having to deal with additional work from the pandemic yet the pressure to 
deliver against the Action Plan wasn’t eased.  For some staff this appears to have 
been really problematic, though a clearer picture will emerge when we review year 
end performance. 

 
72. In terms of formal communication internally, this was generally led by the CEO 

through a series of notes setting out national policy changes and how the Authority 
were to respond to them. Directors, Section Heads and Managers generally have all 
been responsible for communications – upwards and downwards. The evidence we 
have suggests it has been a mixed picture so it will be useful to carry out further 
survey work on this matter; not just to examine what happened during the pandemic 
but to see whether there are any fundamental issues that need to be addressed for 
future working. 
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73. The early stages of the pandemic saw the establishment of ‘DalesChat’ and a 

Facebook page, which were less about getting Authority messages across to staff 
and more about trying to deal with issues around morale and isolation.  The Authority 
will need to gather further information on the value of these communication methods, 
and the social value of non-work stream communications. 

 
74. There was some evidence which suggested that some staff who were working at 

home had insufficient understanding and empathy for their colleagues who were 
operating ‘on the front line’ in the sense of dealing with visitors. During the early 
Summer, a request to the Directors for Authority staff to help out in and around the 
Visitor Centres was made. In response only one member of staff was put forward. 
Ostensibly because all staff were occupied with their own work programmes. This 
does raise the question about whether Senior Managers should have been more 
direct in re-deploying staff to what may have been considered as more important 
roles at the time. 

 
75.  As staff have adapted to remote ways of working, training needs have been 

identified. The need for training for managers in remotely managing teams has 
already been mentioned. Some officers needed to be sharper and more polished in 
terms of their presentations to committee meetings.  Should VC public meetings 
become a significant part of the Authority’s new working arrangements, the ability to 
present papers clearly and be able to manage the tools and equipment in order to do 
so will be a requirement for many roles. 

 
Communication (external) and the wider role of Park Authority staff 
 

76. There were some local community concerns about the role the Authority played 
during the pandemic, particularly during the early stages. It was certainly the case 
that some were irritated by some of our decisions. e.g. the quick re-opening of car 
parks when lockdown restrictions were first eased.  There was also an expectation 
from some local people that we should ‘police’ social distancing and put local 
community concerns above any of our other responsibilities. However, we were very 
direct with our messaging (to individuals and communities) so people knew why we 
were taking decisions, even if they did not always agree with them.  

  
77. It became apparent that many people didn’t know what the Authority could/couldn’t 

control i.e. policing matters, highways etc.  As this was explained through the period 
of the pandemic, there appears to be a greater general understanding of our remit.  

 
Longer term work planning 
 

78. One of the Authority’s weaknesses that was exposed by the pandemic appears to be 
the way in which we programme our work through the year.  We have a tendency to 
put many dates for completing actions into the fourth quarter of the year (January – 
March). This leaves us little flexibility if we are knocked off course late in the year – as 
we were this year.  Although it is the case that many annual actions can only be 
measured during the last quarter, the pandemic had exposed a weakness in our 
planning and we will need to learn from this in the future.  
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79. Related to the above point and in some contrast; it will be important when the 
Authority considers and adopts its work programmes for 2021-22 that, although they 
need to be realistic, they also need to inspire aspiration and excitement. The 
Government are saying that all restrictions will have been removed before the end of 
June 2021, though it might be prudent to assume that some may remain in place 
beyond this date. Even so, managing the pandemic and its impact is unlikely to be 
the major influence on the Authority that it was in 2020-21. There will be other 
pressures much more likely to dominate.  These relate to the Landscape Review 
recommendations – particularly the development of a National Landscape Service, 
and the future financial pressures facing the country in general and the public sector 
in particular.  These, alongside our developing ambitions for, nature recovery, the 
future of land management post Brexit, widening access opportunities for the public 
and tackling climate change, mean we have to reflect these challenges in our 
ambition and our work programmes. 

 
 

Lessons Learned 
 

 The Authority’s Emergency Planning documentation should be reviewed in the light 
of Covid. Director of Corporate Services. 

 
 When responding to events of this kind, it is important to quickly ensure speedy 

political and executive input on decisions.  There should be a consideration as to 
how this can best be established in the circumstances. Chair & CEO. 
 

 As part of the considerations in relation to future working, the way in which 
decisions are taken should be considered, in relation to the impact on the culture of 
the Authority. Chair & CEO 
 

 It is Members’ role to take policy decisions. Arrangements need to be established 
as soon as practicable to allow that process to continue – whatever the 
circumstances. Chair, CEO and Monitoring Officer. 
 

 Members should be surveyed to ascertain their thoughts on VC and face to face 
working in the future. Deputy Chair and Committees Officer. 
 

 Consideration should be given to surveying attendees of Authority meetings as to 
their views on holding these meetings by VC. Committees Officer and Monitoring 
Officer. 
 

 Officers who have to present papers to Authority meetings require training in the 
use of VC and the tools available. Head of HR/Section Heads. 
 

 The Authority needs to have the ability to choose whether to hold its future 
meetings by VC or face to face but requires the legal basis to allow this action. 
Monitoring Officer. 
 

 The Action Plan for 2021-22 needs to properly reflect the ongoing impacts of Covid 
and the lessons from this review but it also needs to be ambitious, exciting and 
realistic, with particular attention being paid to the quarter in which actions are to be 
completed. Senior Managers & Members. 
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 Consideration needs to be given to how we provide visitor services. Director of 

Park Services & Head of Visitor Services. 
 

 Further surveying of visitors should continue in 2022 to better understand the 
needs of new visitors and how they might be retained in a post Covid environment.  
Head of Access & Engagement. 
 

 When communicating messages to the Park’s audiences in any emergency or 
crisis, explicit internal lines of decision making need to be established early to allow 
clear concise communication. CEO & Communications Manager 
 

 Training and development needs to be provided for all managers to allow for 
managing staff remotely and in the workplace. Head of HR. 
 

 HR policies need to be reviewed to access whether they are compatible with 
blended working. Head of HR. 
 

 When examining and reporting on the year end performance of the Authority for 
2020-21, an assessment of the impact of Covid on service delivery, staff 
performance and support should be undertaken. Deputy CEO, SMT & Members. 
 

 Consideration should be given to further surveying of staff on the performance of 
Managers during 2020-21 with a view to identifying issues that need to be 
addressed for post-Covid working. Director of Corporate Services & Head of HR. 
 


