	Resources, Audit and Performance Committee
	
	Minutes of the meeting on 7 September 2015



NEW FOREST NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY

MINUTES OF A MEETING OF THE RESOURCES, AUDIT AND PERFORMANCE COMMITTEE HELD ON MONDAY 7 SEPTEMBER 2015 AT 10:00 HOURS IN THE COUNCIL CHAMBER, LYMINGTON TOWN HALL, AVENUE ROAD, LYMINGTON


Present:
Members:
Oliver Crosthwaite-Eyre
Richard Frampton
David Harrison (Chairman)
Edward Heron
John Pemberton
Marian Spain (Deputy Chairman)
Ken Thornber


Officers: 
Alison Barnes	Chief Executive Officer
Steve Avery	Executive Director Strategy and Planning 
Julia Mutlow	Senior Solicitor and Monitoring Officer
David Stone	Corporate Services Manager
Nigel Stone	Finance and Performance Manager
Hilary Makin 	Communications Manager
Nigel Matthews	Head of Recreation Management and Learning 
Jolyon Whaymand	Inclusive Cycling Officer (present for agenda item 11)
Rosalind Alderman	Member Services Officer
Frances Connolly	Executive Assistant
 
Also in attendance:
Helen Thompson and Justine Thorpe, Ernst & Young

1.	Apologies for absence

1.1	Apologies for absence were received from Gordon Bailey and John Sanger.

2	Declarations of Interest

2.1	Oliver Crosthwaite-Eyre and John Pemberton each declared an interest in all papers that involved the New Forest Ninth Centenary Trust, as trustees of that organisation.

2.2	Members who were also members of NFDC and HCC each declared an interest in agenda items that concerned those authorities, but were reminded that a dispensation had been issued by the NPA’s Standards Committee in respect of business concerning these authorities.

2.3	Richard Frampton declared a prejudicial interest in the item to be discussed under Part II of the agenda and accordingly withdrew from the meeting before the debate and vote on that item. 

3	Chairman’s announcements

3.1	There were no announcements on this occasion.


4	Minutes

4.1	The minutes of the meeting on 1 June were agreed as a correct record of the meeting. 

Resolved, that the minutes of the meeting held on 1 June 2015 be confirmed as a correct record.
Voting: none voting against


5	Public Question Time

5.1	There were no questions or statements from the public.


6	Audit Report 2014-15

6.1	Helen Thompson of Ernst & Young LLP took members through the audit report for 2014-2015. Ms Thompson commended the NPA’s financial statements, explaining that there were no material errors in the statements and that overall very few issues had been identified during the audit process. 	She noted that the auditors had offered some recommendations as to how the NPA could further improve its governance framework, in view of the possibility that the systems of internal controls could potentially be circumvented. These issues were no greater than would usually be the case in a local authority and no further significant deficiencies in the design or operation of an internal control that might result in a material misstatement in the financial statements had been identified. 

6.2	A disclosure had also been added to the accounting policies within the financial statements relating to the valuation and treatment of gifted land, and the auditors were satisfied that the gifted land had been appropriately valued and correctly treated in the accounts. Some minor issues had been identified in terms of aligning performance management with the risk log and risk management practices, namely ensuring that the risk log specified those risks that related to the achievement of the 12 priorities in the NPA’s Business Plan and the appropriate mitigation measures, which would be covered under the relevant item later on the agenda. 

6.3	Ms Thompson explained that at the time of drafting their report the auditors had been awaiting receipt of a Letter of Representation, which would be provided at the NPA meeting on 24 September 2015, and that the outcome of the work from the Hampshire Pension Fund auditor, which had also been outstanding at that time, had now been supplied. Subject to the receipt of the Letter of Representation, the auditors expected to issue an unqualified opinion on the financial statements and value for money statement once these were approved by the full NPA at its meeting on 24 September 2015. Members then commended the work of the Finance and Performance Manager and his team and noted the auditors’ report.
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7	Draft Financial Report 2014-15 (including the Annual Governance Statement)

7.1	Nigel Stone introduced the report (NFNPA RAPC 269/15), explaining that it provided a summary of the financial performance in the first four months of 2014-15. He explained that the net ‘saving’ at year-end was £102,000, which reduced the call on the Revenue Support Reserve to £3,000 (down from the original budget estimate of £105,000), which was a positive result. He also explained that Annex 1 to the report listed the four procurement waivers granted during the 2014/15 financial year. Nigel Stone updated members on the two complaints against Members, in relation to allegations of failure to comply with the Members’ Code of Conduct that had been under investigation at the time of drafting the report, explaining that the investigations had now been concluded with no fault being found and he would accordingly reword the financial report before the NPA meeting on 24 September 2015.

Resolved, that the draft Financial Report be recommended to the Authority for approval, subject to the minor amendment detailed at minute item 7.1 and any further amendments being reported to the Authority meeting on 24 September 2015. 
Voting: none voting against


8	Q1 Performance Report

8.1	David Stone introduced the report (NFNPA RAPC 270/15) to Members, explaining that the new Business Plan for 2015-2018 had now been aligned to the Management Plan. Officers had therefore reported against the activities listed in the annual work plan. David Stone explained that the report also contained the performance indicators for the current year, including the ‘family’ (national) indicators, agreed by all English National Park Authorities, and a set of ‘local’ indicators that had been set internally.  

8.2	Members then discussed the report and in particular requested that, if it was feasible in terms of the burden on officers’ time and resources, a report be prepared on the length of time before a decision was made and the outcomes in respect of those planning applications that had not been resolved by the three-month mark. 

Action: Steve Avery to prepare a report on the outcomes of those planning applications that had not been resolved within three months of the application date.

8.3	In respect of the ‘Prosper’ work programme, Members discussed work with Local Economic Partnerships (LEPs) and the LEADER Local Action Group to ensure the New Forest economy could benefit from England’s new Rural Development Programme, and in particular they noted the EM3 woodfuel workshop that had taken place to discuss building the business case for funding for woodfuel market from the M3 LEP.  One member pointed out that LEPs could not be regarded as offering an alternative funding stream for small business support as the LEPs had their own very specific priorities and objectives. Members also discussed ongoing work by the New Forest Marque to prepare a Business Plan.  

Action: Officers to circulate the New Forest Marque Business Plan, once drafted, to the Committee for information.

8.4	Members then noted the report.


9	Budgetary Control Report 2015-16

9.1	Nigel Stone presented the report (NFNPA RAPC 271/15) which provided a summary of financial performance up to the end of July 2015, the first four months of the 2015/16 financial year.  He drew Members’ attention to the key figures set out in paragraphs 2.2 and 2.3 of the report. He explained that the planning fee income for the first four months totalled £113,000 from an annual target of £250,000 (45%), which was £30,000 higher than would normally be expected at this point in the financial year, potentially leading to some significant additional income for the Authority.  This situation would be monitored up to the end of Q2, at which point a firmer outturn figure could be estimated. He also explained that the annual salary budget allowed for a 2% provision for vacancies during the year but that during the first four months there were very few vacancies at the NPA and therefore the salary budget was showing as slightly overspent at this stage, although it was expected that this would correct over the course of year; he would report back in subsequent budgetary control reports. 

9.2	Members discussed the report and in particular the implications of planning fee income and the pressures on the NPA to continue to provide this key service over the longer term. Steve Avery commended the efficient and exemplary work of the planning officers and the low staff turnover in this team that together allowed the NPA to deal with large and complex applications in a cost-effective manner at the current time, but acknowledged prospective future pressures. The Chief Executive pointed out that there was an ongoing dialogue at a national level in respect of charging, which had not yet been resolved. Members were also happy with the low staff turnover that had resulted in the slight projected overspend in respect of the annual salary budget. Members then noted the report.


10	External Funding Strategy

10.1	Nigel Stone presented the report (NFNPA RAPC 272/15) which reviewed the funding strategy, set out how the NPA would continue to seek funding and in kind support for its work during 2015/16, and considered how future funding strategy might be developed. This work was particularly important in view of the probable reduction in Defra funding over the longer term and the need to leverage any money that was awarded. 

10.2	Members cautioned that, notwithstanding these financial pressures, the NPA must ensure that it continued to set its priorities according to its statutory purposes and duty rather than according to funding availability. It was also important to consider the risks associated with particular proposed funding opportunities (for example, that they might not be completed despite extensive work and input by staff, particularly in view of the increasing level of competition for available funding at the present time) and to weigh these up against the probable benefits. Members noted that partnership working was also often an excellent way to help deliver the NPA’s objectives. The Chief Executive Officer updated Members on the establishment of National Parks Partnerships Limited in order to examine the commercial opportunities associated with the National Park brand, which was a positive development.  Members then thanked Officers for their work, and noted the interim report on external funding.


11.	New Forest Inclusive Cycling Future Plans

11.1	Nigel Matthews and Jolyon Whaymand introduced the report (NFNPA RAPC 273/15), explaining the rationale behind the proposal to develop a Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO) as an independent not-for-profit organisation, in order to ensure the continued delivery and further development of inclusive cycling activities in the New Forest. The CIO would have three trustees, including NPA member David Harrison together with Sarah Newman and Louis Bonney who each had a great deal of relevant experience and expertise in this type of work. Members were very supportive of this initiative.

Resolved, that the Committee recommend to the full Authority meeting on 24 September 2015 that the NPA confirm its support for inclusive cycling in the New Forest through the setting up of PEDALL as a Charitable Incorporated Organisation. 
Voting: none voting against


12.	Risk Log

12.1	David Stone introduced the report (NFNPA RAPC 274/15) which set out a review of the NPA’s identified risks together with counter-measures. In line with the recommendations of the Audit Results report for 2014-15, the risk log would be reported to the Committee half yearly and officers would shortly initiate a review of the log to establish clear links with the Authority’s Business Plan and the risks against achieving the 12 priorities in the Plan under ‘Protect’, ‘Enjoy’ and ‘Prosper’ as well as the actions required to mitigate those risks.

12.2	In response to queries, Mr Stone explained that the NPA was currently in the process of reviewing its data protection and records management measures and software, and was taking all necessary precautions.  Members also discussed risks around ongoing funding. Members then noted the report.


13	Any other items that the Chairman decides are urgent

13.1	Steve Avery updated Members on The Hampshire and Isle of Wight devolution bid. On 19 June 2015, the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Local Government Association (HIOWLGA) had agreed to support the exploration of a Wider Hampshire model as a basis for a Combined Authority covering the County Council, Hampshire’s eleven District and Borough Councils, the two City Councils of Portsmouth and Southampton and Isle of Wight Council. The Solent and M3 Local Enterprise Partnership Boards were also invited to be full partners. The New Forest National Park Authority had only recently been brought into the bid as a full partner and signatory to the devolution bid. Whilst some of the devolved powers sought would be peripheral to the NPA’s purposes and duty, a number of other aspects would be of direct relevance, including strategic planning, affordable housing, green infrastructure, broadband and transport. As full partners, both NPAs would have voting rights on any future decisions. Steve Avery explained that discussions were still at a very early stage and the full implications were not yet known, but that the NPA’s inclusion in the bid was, broadly speaking, a very positive development. A briefing note for all Members would be included in the next Members’ Bulletin and members would be kept informed of further progress.

14	Date of next meeting

14.1	Members noted that the next meeting of the Committee would be held on Monday 23 November 2015 at 10.00 hours at Lymington Town Hall.

PART II ITEMS WHICH MAY BE TAKEN IN THE ABSENCE OF THE PRESS AND PUBLIC ON THE GROUNDS THAT EXEMPTED INFORMATION MAY BE DISCLOSED

Resolved, that the public be excluded from the meeting during the following item of business, as it is likely, in view of the nature of the business to be transacted or the nature of the proceedings, that if members of the public were present during this item there would be disclosure to them of exempt information within Paragraph 3 of Part 1 of Schedule 12A to the Local Government Act 1972, and further that in all the circumstances of the case, the public interest in maintaining the exemption outweighs the public interest in disclosing the information, namely the need to avoid disclosing sensitive information relating to the Authority’s financial affairs

15	Affordable Housing Update

15.1	Members considered a report on an Affordable Housing Update (this is a summary of a minute that contains exempt information).


The meeting closed at 12.35 hours



Signed ……………………………………………………Date………………….
	(Chairman)
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