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NORTHUMBERLAND COUNTY COUNCIL 
 

COMMUNITIES AND PLACE OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 
 
At a virtual meeting of the Communities and Place Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee on Wednesday, 28 October 2020 at 2.00 p.m. 

 
PRESENT 

 
Councillor J. Reid 

(Chair, in the Chair) 
 

MEMBERS 
 

Armstrong, E 
Cartie, E 
Dunbar, C 
Dunn, E 
Gallacher, B 

Gibson, R 
Hepple, A. 
Horncastle, C. 
Stow, K 

  
 

CABINET MEMBER 
 

Sanderson, H.G.H. Leader 
 

OFFICERS IN ATTENDANCE 
 

  
L. Dixon 
P. Hunter 
 
D. Lally 
D. Laux 
L. Little 

Democratic Services Assistant 
Service Director – Human 
Resources 
Chief Executive 
Head of Technical Services 
Senior Democratic Services Officer 

R. O’Farrell 
 
S. Nicholson 

Interim Executive Director Local 
Services  
Scrutiny Co-Ordinator 

  
 
66. FORWARD PLAN OF CABINET DECISIONS 

 
The Forward Plan of forthcoming Cabinet decisions was circulated as 
Appendix A and would be attached to the signed minutes.  
 
The Chair questioned if all decisions made by Cabinet should be included on 
this list and whether decisions were valid if not included. In particular he 
highlighted the changed criteria for the Grants Panel which Members had not 
been aware of. The Scrutiny Co-ordinator advised that this was a forward plan 
of key decisions to be made by the Cabinet under the Local Government Act 
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2000, there were other reports considered and decided by Cabinet but these 
were not key decisions.  Councillor Sanderson, Leader advised that this issue 
had been raised by Councillor Reid in a letter to the Business Chair and a 
response would be provided.  The Scrutiny Officer advised that this matter 
could be raised at the Chairs’ Group on how Members could be made aware 
of such items. 
 
RESOLVED that the report be noted. 
 

REPORTS PREVIOUSLY CONSIDERED BY CABINET 
 
67. COVID-19 : Response and Recovery Update 
 

The report which had been considered by Cabinet at the meeting on 13 
October (Appendix B attached to the signed minutes) provided an update to 
Members on the impact of the Coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic on the work 
of the Council. It provided an overview of the Council’s ongoing response and 
recovery initiatives since the previous report on 23 June.  The Chief Executive 
advised that this report had been written at the end of September and 
beginning of October and she would further update Members on the current 
position and touch on areas specific to this Committee, however Members 
were free to ask questions on any aspect.   
 
She advised that it was a very fluid position currently and the Leaders of the 
LA7 had asked Government to impose restrictions to protect the public and the 
NHS.  Critically in the arrangements, the first key aspect was to try to ensure 
that the population was protected and secondly to keep businesses and 
economy going with arrangements put in place to support people to do this. It 
was also critical to protect the most vulnerable along with the NHS bed base. 
The arrangements which had been put in place since March had helped the 
Council to be able to plan. Whilst deaths had occurred and sympathies were 
with the friends and families of those residents, it was important to learn from 
these, particularly with care home arrangements and in protecting vulnerable 
people at home.  The County was currently in Tier 2 with measures which 
supported our communities and businesses.  In discussions with Government 
it was felt this was the right place and, whilst there were areas of the County 
where cases were lower, it was important to have a unified position across the 
County and be able to support all areas to feel safe and wherever possible 
enable people to go about their business.  Discussions were being held almost 
daily between the Directors of Public Health, Chief Executives and Leaders of 
the LA7 with the Cabinet Office along with the NHS and Medical Directors 
which ensured that Northumberland’s views were put forward and support was 
able to be put in place.  Whilst the number of positive cases of Covid within 
Northumberland was less than in other authorities within the North East, it was 
still considered appropriate that we remained in Tier 2.  This was regularly 
reviewed and it would be a central decision considering NHS bed availability if 
this were to change. This action was supported by the NHS and Liz Morgan, 
the Director of Public Health who regularly provided updates to Members and 
assurance was provided that the numbers being reported were as sound as 
could be. 
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In respect of the specific issues for this Committee she highlighted that Local 
Services had adapted very well and looked to have a seamless service over 
the winter providing all the critical business as usual services with all relevant 
health and safety arrangements in place and risk assessments being 
undertaken. In respect of Christmas markets, it was hoped to be able to strike 
a balance and the Council would look to supporter traders and services in a 
safe way.  She acknowledged the excellent work also being undertaken by 
Public Protection with enforcement and working with businesses and 
organisations to ensure the health and safety of their staff and members of 
public.   
 
Communities Together had transformed the way that the Council worked with 
the voluntary, not for profit and charitable sectors to support some of the most 
vulnerable residents in the County in various ways and she thanked these 
organisations for coming forward and doing this.   She advised that Maureen 
Taylor and her team had established through partnerships and networks in 
communities very clear support arrangements for residents.  She highlighted 
the £367,000 Covid grant which had been received from Government and how 
the Council in working with these organisations had been able to provide the 
support required and tailored to individual communities.  Support through 
either NCC budgets, Members’ Small Schemes or through Communities 
Together had been provided for families through the school holidays.   
 
She advised that whilst it was not the Council’s specific duty to operate Covid 
testing sites, it had assisted in signposting suitable locations where there was 
a high demand, which would be accessible to all, not just for those with cars 
and by trying to ensure businesses were able to continue to operate by trying 
to  avoid key town centre sites.  It was recognised however, that there had 
been some issues, but work had been undertaken to ensure communities 
were as safe as possible.  It was reinforced that personal decisions taken by 
individuals could impact, with the vast majority of Northumberland’s residents 
having done the correct thing. A clear public health case could be made for 
staying in Tier 2 and Liz Morgan, Director of Public Health, Councillor 
Sanderson, Leader and herself as Chief Executive considered that after 
looking at the numbers after testing, the availability of NHS hospital, critical 
care and intensive care beds all felt that this was the safest place to be.  They 
were mindful that businesses and the economy also needed to be supported 
and discussions were held daily where they did their best to assess and make 
recommendations to support this.  She advised that if it was thought it was 
necessary to escalate around any other tier, that following discussions with 
relevant parties, they would do so. 
 
Councillor Sanderson, Leader thanked all staff throughout the Council at all 
levels for their work and support through this time. He thanked Kelly Angus, 
Deputy Chief Executive for her assistance following his appointment as 
Leader, as she had stepped up, dealing with everything that came up and they 
had worked well together.   
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The Committee’s attention was drawn to paragraph 6.2 on page 7 of the report 
and the difficulties encountered for families during the pandemic with loved 
ones in care homes, with the brilliant work of staff within care homes being 
recognised.  Cards had been delivered to every household in the County 
giving details of who to contact should families be struggling, and all Members 
had received a briefing note of what great work Communities Together was 
doing to assist.  Health inequalities had come into more focus along with those 
residents on lower incomes and those who had lost their jobs or were in 
danger of doing so and also the mental health anguish being caused, the 
Council was doing all it could working with partners to support all. He thanked 
all staff and stated there was still a big job to be undertaken in the coming 
months, but if Councillors and Officers all continued working together then the 
Council would play a valuable role in trying to help. 
 
Members welcomed the comprehensive report and briefing note which had 
been provided to Members.  It was asked if the circa £22m received from the 
Government was sufficient and whether the £367,000 highlighted by the Chief 
Executive should be more targeted to families in receipt of income support, or 
other benefits or with children in receipt of free school meals. The Leader 
advised that Covid would affect the Council’s budget and difficulties would be 
seen during the budget setting.   This case had been put to Government 
individually and as part of the LA7 group.  Contingencies were being explored 
in relation to free school meals should the situation continue to Christmas and 
beyond should there be no change in the view of the Government. 
 
The Chief Executive advised that the in respect of the overarching budget 
position a lot of changes had occurred from the expected position over this 
time and a lot of work was being undertaken week to week looking at the 
budget position and what it would be at the end of March.  The financial 
support provided had been welcomed, however this was balanced by 
expenditure. She highlighted that PPE had been provided for all care homes 
and providers so that there was never a time when they were without as the 
Council carried the responsibility of protecting residents.  She advised that 
there was always a need for efficiencies to balance the budget and the officer 
team were comfortable with this and were working hard to see how they would 
deliver the budget.   
 
With reference to the support for vulnerable families, she advised that 
vulnerability came in many different forms including isolation, mental health, 
wellbeing or even basic needs such as hunger and was not restricted to 
financial instability.  She advised that if the only way you could guarantee that 
an older person who was struggling would eat a meal every day was to 
provide a food parcel or voucher then that was what would be done.  The vast 
majority of funding would be targeted to vulnerable families on income support 
however even those who had money sometimes also needed help. 
 
The Chair advised that the statistics contained in the report where full however 
he questioned if these had been verified highlighting the issue with some of 
the figures for Covid being capsulated.   He also stated that it would be good if 
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the report could be circulated at Local Area Councils with figures adjusted 
relative to each area so that it was more widely understood. 
 
It was questioned what the lessons learned had been in relation procurement 
on page 26 and highlighted that more contact should be made with Local 
Ward Councillors in respect of Crime and Disorder on page 27 as they were 
often best placed to provide information on their local area. 
 
The Chief Executive advised that the Council was very mindful of the effect 
this was having on residents and was looking in a very focused way on the 
service delivery and the importance of those services to the community. There 
was a focus on things that really mattered and had provided a reminder of the 
statutory responsibilities of a local authority, such as providing welfare and 
support to all its communities no matter what residents wanted and transform 
these for the future through this experience.  She advised that whilst she had 
always known the Council had a great staff team and the frontline staff were 
the best bit and they would now focus on some of the great work that has 
been done through this pandemic in order to allow this to continue.  She 
highlighted again Communities Together which had enhanced the links with 
and worked more effectively with the charity, voluntary and community 
sectors; how to use money more effectively and being able to work more 
efficiently with IT allowing the majority of office based staff to work from home 
and concentrating on providing face to face services for those that matter to 
the communities.  In respect of procurement all spend was looked at carefully 
to be efficient and save money so that the majority of spend could be moved 
to front line services and have a lean back office.  It was important that the 
population knew they were our priority along with staff and the delivery of 
priorities to take the best forward and provide more targeted services for the 
vulnerable. 
 
The Leader highlighted the effects this has had on the coastal communities 
with the influx of visitors and the struggle with litter, car parking and the 
inadequacy of roads for the number of cars.  He advised that a Coastal 
Summit was to be held on the lessons learned from this in the hope that 
visitors would continue to visit the area.  It was confirmed that there was an 
item on Covid on all Local Area Council agenda and he also highlighted the 
weekly Covid briefing for all Members which he thought had been particularly 
useful, giving the ability for all Members to be involved to talk about such a 
series matter. 
 
It was commented that Covid had affected all different areas, and whilst it was 
good to look at the coastal areas there was a need to look at all areas.  In 
respect of staff working from home, whilst it was recognised that this 
sometimes allowed more efficient work time, difficulties had been encountered 
with being able to contact staff by telephone and this should be looked at.   
Being able to hold on-line meetings saved time and money as there was no 
travelling involved and these should be allowed to continue, especially for 
smaller Committees.  It was stated that there could very well be a number of 
new Councillors following the election in May and any newly elected 
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Councillors might fight it more difficult to undertake their role without the 
support of more experienced colleagues.  
 
In response to a question on whether it was only parish councils within the 
AONB area that had been invited to participate in the Coastal Summit as other 
areas had also suffered, the Leader would clarify this and ascertain if others 
could join. 
 
The Chair thanked the Chief Executive and Leader for their input and the very 
informative report and highlighted again the need for figures to be verified and 
information provided to Local Area Councils. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
SCRUTINY REPORTS 
 
658. REPORT OF THE INTERIM DIRECTOR 
 

Local Transport Plan 2020/21 – Capital Programme Update 
  
The report attached to the signed minutes as Appendix C provided an update 
on progress with the delivery of the approval Local Transport Plan (LTP) 
programme for 2020/21.  The Leader advised that he was very proud of what 
had been achieved so far.  The Head of Technical Services provided a 
detailed introduction to the report highlighting that it had been a challenging 
year to deliver the LTP due to the effect of Covid and the many different and 
varying roles that staff had to undertake during the initial lockdown in 
supporting and helping to protect residents and then with the opening of the 
town centres and schools.   He explained that delays had occurred to the 
delivery of the programme with all capital works being suspended during April 
and May and then the introduction of different ways of working to ensure staff 
safety.  Office based staff had worked from home and following some 
problems at the beginning, and with the good support of the IT section, had 
been able to work efficiently and effectively.   He advised that managers and 
staff had responded magnificently and had been fantastic all the way through 
suggesting improvements and different ways of working.  
 
The Committee was advised that it was a very large programme which was to 
be delivered this year with £18.5m LTP agreed in April along with £10m of the 
overall £15m additional U and C road maintenance for this year. Additional 
funding of £11m had been received from DfT in August with £9m of this 
allocated to works. The additional funding provided had resulted in changes to 
the in-year programme with the enhancement of schemes already in the 
current year’s LTP.  Details of the progress made in respect of roads 
maintenance, the preventative road surface treatment programme and other 
programmes was provided along with an update on works undertaken in 
respect of a number of bridge projects.  
 
The Interim Executive Director of Local Services advised that, down to the 
excellent work and resilience of the staff in some very difficult circumstances, 
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he hoped that this year’s huge programme would be delivered.  It was hoped 
that the vast majority of the LTP would be completed before the end of the 
financial year, however this would be dependent on the weather over the next 
few months.  A response to a question from Councillor Gibson regarding an 
increased cost of £2,000 in respect of a small scheme would be provided. The 
Committee were however advised that due to social distancing and the need 
to protect staff it had been necessary for staff to travel to jobs separately and 
therefore there was an increased cost related to this.   
 
In response to questions from Members, it was clarified that information 
regarding the bedding in of micro surfacing work on estates was provided in 
letters and leaflets to residents, however they may not always be read and it 
may be possible to do more to get this message across.  It was explained that 
micro surfacing work was undertaken by external contractors but it did have a 
certain lifespan and this was also dependent on the quality.  The standard for 
maintenance repairs of urban and rural roads was the same, however there 
could be a difference in the category of the roads and all were not treated the 
same.  In respect of the possibility of using message boards to provide 
information regarding Covid, these had been used, however they were hired in 
at a cost and discussions would be held with Public Health if it was thought 
they were required again.   
 
A problem with the newly resurfaced cycle track at Blyth Beach was 
highlighted and the Chair advised he had raised this and had received a 
response which he would share with Councillor Cartie. 
 
The Committee welcomed the report and recognised the good work 
undertaken by the staff in difficult circumstances.  The Committee was advised 
that the LTP for the next year was now being discussed with workshops being 
held within Local Council areas which Members were encouraged to join. 
 
RESOLVED that the report be noted. 

 
59. REPORT OF THE SCRUTINY CO-ORDINATOR 
 

Communities and Place Overview and Scrutiny Committee Work 
Programme and Monitoring Report 
 
The Committee were asked to review and note the report, attached as 
Appendix D to the signed minutes.  The Scrutiny Co-ordinator advised that 
the Enforcement Overview and Anti-Social Behaviour Overview had now been 
scheduled for February.  It was hoped that a date would be confirmed within 
the next week for the Active Northumberland report which had been requested 
and it was possible it would be scheduled for one of the December meetings.  
The request for information on Covid to be provided to Local Area Council’s 
would be reported to the Local Area Council Chairs’ Briefing.  The comments 
made in connection with Committees being kept informed of Cabinet decisions 
would also be reported at Chairs’ Group. 
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