
THE ECONOMIC VALUE OF WALKING
IN RURAL WALES

by

Peter Midmore
Professor of Rural Studies

University of Wales, Aberystwyth

An independent report produced for
the Ramblers’ Association in Wales

(also as a Working Paper
Welsh Institute of Rural Studies)

March 2000

Ramblers’ Association, Tŷ’r Cerddwyr, High Street, Gresford, Wrexham, LL12 8PT Tel. 01978 855148
Registered Charity 306089



1

The Economic Value of Walking in Rural Wales

Peter Midmore*

Executive Summary

•  Walking for leisure in Wales can promote important rural development functions: it
disperses spending away from major road networks, and can be shown to lead to
enhanced levels of retained income through higher multiplier effects. This paper
investigates the value of leisure walking-related expenditure in Wales, paying particular
attention to the rural consequences of the activity.

•  The analysis has been stimulated by studies of the economics of open-air recreation
reported by Scottish Natural Heritage, which found that walking-related expenditure in
Scotland of £257 million in 1998 generated (directly and indirectly) some 9,400 full-time
job equivalents; if mountaineering is taken into account the totals rise to expenditures of
£361 million and 13,350 jobs.

•  A simple approach of applying the same proportions of tourism expenditure and
employment to Wales yields estimated totals of £132 million of walking related spending,
generating 4,800 jobs both directly and in upstream and downstream sectors. However,
this could be an underestimate, because tourism in Wales has a contrasting economic
profile: there are differences in overseas and business visits, average length of stay,
seasonality, accommodation types, and importance of walking to visitors.

•  Taking these differences into account, and focusing on rural impacts alone, a
conservative estimate of the current impact of walking in Wales shows it to be
responsible for generating incomes of £55 million and 3,000 jobs, if both direct and
indirect impacts are included. If mountaineering activities were also taken into account, a
further £22 million and 1,250 jobs would be added. These figures represent around 2 per
cent of rural GDP, and about 1 per cent of rural jobs; in comparison, agriculture currently
contributes 4 per cent to rural GDP (of which about half is accounted for by direct public
subsidy) and 7 per cent of rural jobs.

•  Creating a job via the mechanism of supporting and improving walking opportunities in
the Welsh countryside may be estimated to involve public cost of £433; in contrast, the
direct and indirect public cost of supporting a job in agriculture is almost ten times higher,
at £4,279.

•  The potential of walking as a means for rural economic regeneration is currently under-
exploited, and could contribute significantly to redistribution and amelioration of tourism’s
detrimental impacts in the countryside. More and better quality rights to use rural
amenities, through the provisions of the Countryside and Rights of Way Bill for open
access land, and greater efforts to improve the existing rights of way network, would
offer significant income and job creation potential. This exploratory study has produced
cautious indications of the importance of walking for the rural economy of Wales;
nevertheless, its full potential remains to be explored.

                                                
* Peter Midmore is Professor of Rural Studies at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth: Llanbadarn Campus,

Aberystwyth, Ceredigion SY23 3AL
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Introduction

This short paper attempts to determine, if not the precise value, at least the scope of the
economic benefit of walking for pleasure in Wales. The National Assembly for Wales’
favourable vote in principle for the proposed Countryside and Rights of Way Bill (with its
provisions for access for walkers to open countryside) provides the stimulus for this
evaluation. Despite this positive response from the Assembly, attempts to develop walking-
based tourism have in the past received a lukewarm reception. For instance, the
Government target to open up all public rights of Way by 2000 has foundered from lack of
local authority commitment and resources, whilst the open access proposals have
themselves met with a negative response in some quarters.

Such negative attitudes neglect important evidence that walking-based tourism and leisure,
far from being a drain on resources, can provide much needed alternative revenues to rural
areas under economic pressure. In addition, unlike many other forms of rural tourism, of its
nature it involves only dispersed, low environmental impact activity undertaken by an
informed and sensitive user group. Walking tourists also tend to have greater relative
economic impact, in the sense that more of their spending remains within local economies
for longer, thus generating higher economic impact. The seasonal pattern of such tourism
has also been shown to be more even than that of traditional beach-based holidays. In
addition, such activities also provide a window into the quality of the environment, and might
be combined effectively with initiatives to promote these attributes in the food and other
physical products derived from it.

It is consequently surprising that relatively little is known about the specific implications of
expansion of countryside access in this respect. Tourism and leisure together, it is widely
held, constitute the largest and most rapidly growing global industry, with international
arrivals over the past 10 years increasing at an average rate of 4.5 per cent, and receipts
representing almost one third of the value of world trade in the service sector (World Tourism
Organisation, 1999). It accounts directly and indirectly for almost 10 per cent of the Welsh
Workforce (Wales Tourist Board, 1999): moreover, through constant diversification, formerly
niche markets, such a cultural and eco-tourism, are emerging into the mainstream. This is
reflected in growth of outdoor activities for health and enjoyment, especially among the
relatively older fraction of the population. The rapidly increasing number and comparatively
high spending power of this fraction could provide substantial prospects for diversification of
farm and other rural businesses, provided that their needs can be anticipated and met. In
South Pembrokeshire, the SPARC local community economic development project
demonstrates the possibilities achievable. It has concentrated its effort on identifying and
promoting attractive and satisfying walking opportunities, linking with transport networks,
local retail, accommodation and catering business, and also providing significant benefits to
the host communities themselves (see, e.g., Midmore et al., 1994).

To stimulate interest in this neglected dimension of the consequences of broadening access
to the Welsh countryside, this paper sets out to do two things. In the following section, it
reviews evidence of the economic and other impacts of walking and related activities in rural
areas outside Wales. This evidence is used, in the ensuing section, to determine the scope
of economic activities currently occurring in rural Wales, and then to outline their future
potential.

Evidence of the economic impact of soft rural tourism

Soft rural tourism may be defined (see for example, Bramwell, 1994) as being embedded
within the local economy, making use of local products as inputs, employing local people,
and avoiding the imposition of excessive loads on environmental or cultural systems. Whilst,
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to some extent, the increasing use of the countryside for tourism is at odds with the social
and environmental qualities initially derived from various forms of commodity production,
walking for leisure involves less conflict than almost any other form of activity. It is also
considerably greater in economic impact than is commonly thought.

A large number of studies of walking on National Trails have now been completed, all of
which have followed a consistent questionnaire approach (for a summary, see Countryside
Commission, 1997). Two of these are of direct relevance to Wales: those relating to the
Offa’s Dyke Path (Offa’s Dyke Management Service, 1996) and to the Pembrokeshire Coast
Path (Pembrokeshire Coast National Park, 1998); there is also a study of the South West
Coast Path (Countryside Commission, 1995), and a more generalised study of walking in
Scotland  (System Three Scotland, 1996). Each describes the characteristics of walkers, and
in particular provides details of the average level of daily expenditure by short distance
walkers (summarised in Table 1).

Table 1: National Trail and Other User Surveys: Expenditure Results

Study Survey
date

Accommodation
expenditure (£)

Non-accommodation
expenditure (£)

Total
expenditure

(£)
South West Coast
Path 1994 11.14 5.37 16.51
Scotland (general
walkers) 1995 7.10 2.50 9.60
Offa’s Dyke 1994/95 8.31 3.30 11.61
Pembrokeshire
Coast Path 1996/97 9.94 5.86 15.80

Though the levels of expenditure per head are modest (reflecting a tendency for walkers to
use low cost, simple accommodation), nonetheless, the total numbers of walkers is such that
the aggregate expenditures are considerable. For example, short distance walkers on the
Pembrokeshire Coast Path generated a total expenditure, in the twelve-month survey period,
of £11.02 million; together with the expenditure of long distance users and local people, £57
was spent locally for each £1 paid to maintain the National Trail.

Whereas local expenditure is comparatively easy to measure, its effect on the local economy
needs to be translated into income retained, and employment generated. A proportion of
spending leaks out of the local economy, as goods and services are brought in from outside:
multiplier analysis identifies the degree to which such leakages occur, and can identify the
amount of local income and numbers of local jobs that depend, directly and indirectly, on the
initial expenditure. If walker expenditures are prone to less leakage from the local area than
those from other forms of tourism activity, they may provide potentially greater dispersion of
economic impact.

Tourism income and employment multipliers have long been a focus of academic study.
Some of the earliest national tourist income multipliers reported (Richards, 1972) are for
Ireland (1.8) and the United Kingdom (1.7); Hurley et al. (1994) provide a more recent
tourism employment multiplier for Ireland (1.58). In the United States, a recent study of
tourism impact in Vermont in 1997 (Lin et al., 1999), where development emphasises
landscape, environment and the attraction of rurally based agricultural communities,
identified total income generation of $550,000, and 38 full-time equivalent jobs, per $1
million of tourism expenditure. In Scotland, a study of the economics of countryside access
in 1990 (rural and land-based tourist activities, sport and direct access) identified in total
employment equivalent to 15,000 full-time jobs, and a level of GDP contribution broadly
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corresponding to one third of the level of agricultural output (Crabtree et al, 1991). More
recently, and more specifically, it has been estimated (SNH, 1998) that hiking and walking
(excluding mountaineering and similar activities) generated an expenditure of £257 million in
1998 in Scotland (some 15 percent of total tourism turnover). Taking multiplier impacts
(including public sector employment) into account, this expenditure was responsible for
9,400 full-time job equivalents. A more specialised study of mountaineering (Highlands and
Islands Enterprise, 1996) showed that the total effect of hill walking, mountaineering and
associated activities generated expenditure of £107 million in the topographical northern
mountain region of Scotland, resulting in income generation of £53 million. The SNH study
took these mountaineering expenditures into account to estimate a combined expenditure of
£361 million, and generation of 13,350 full time equivalent jobs.

However, such aggregate studies estimate the impact for the entire regional economy,
including urban as well as rural impacts.  If the number of specifically rural jobs that will be
created is required, a lower figure must be used.  Although some leakage is inevitable
however, there is evidence that the extent of such leakage from expenditure on “soft”
tourism is less than from expenditure on “hard” tourism.  For instance, a local study of
Badenoch and Strathspey in rural Scotland, one of a series of similar studies conducted
throughout Europe, provides this evidence of the greater potential of “soft” in contrast to
“hard” tourism (Slee et al., 1997). Local income and employment multipliers (in the district
under study and its extended local market area) were both higher (and therefore the benefit
of activity less prone to leakage from the rural economy) for small-scale accommodation
providers, such as farm guesthouses, youth hostels and camping sites than for large-scale
tourism businesses such as hotels, holiday villages and timeshare developments.  Each unit
of spending in the former had a 39 per cent greater income-generating impact, and a 41 per
cent greater employment impact.

Comparisons between the absolute and relative magnitudes of tourism multipliers, between
areas and at different levels of the spatial hierarchy, are often risky, because both
methodologies, and the structure of assumptions, can vary. However, it is clear, from a
uniform study of 9 small Norwegian towns (Huse et al., 1998) that tourism employment
multiplier effects do vary from locality to locality. Employment multipliers across the 9 towns
ranged from 1.4 to 2.4, having a mean of 1.9; the number of jobs created by tourist
expenditures of $US 1million ranged from 12 to 45, with a mean of 26. The more northerly,
rural and less structurally integrated municipal economies showed evidence of lower
employment multiplier effects. Huse et al. concluded that the magnitude of multiplier effects
depends on the nature and age of the tourism industry, and the size of the local economy.
Other investigations having a bearing on this analysis include Wanhill’s (1996, 2000) has
scrutiny of the relative effectiveness of small to medium enterprises in rural employment
creation, and McManus et al.’s (1995) analysis of the impact of rural short breaks, in which
countryside access is a prominent feature.

These studies, from different perspectives, indicate that tourism and leisure activities can
contribute significantly to a rural economic regeneration. Taking into account the low
environmental impact potential, and contribution towards dispersed small-scale economic
impact, walking-based recreation and tourism can make an effective contribution towards
rural economic sustainability. Therefore, on the basis of this review of evidence from other
studies of “soft” rural tourism, the subsequent section examines the possible extent of the
value of walking to the Welsh rural economy.

Walking expenditure and related employment in Wales

Applying the Scottish fraction of walking-related tourism and leisure in total tourism
expenditure, identified above, provides the simplest possible approach to valuation of similar
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activities in Wales. This would result in an estimate of walking-related tourism expenditure of
£132 million, and 4,800 full-time job equivalents. If mountaineering were also included
expenditure would rise to  £185 million, and 6,800 full-time job equivalents.

However, the profile of the tourism industry varies between the two countries: there are
higher proportions of overseas visits and business travel in Scotland; partly as a result,
tourists stay for longer and spend more there; seasonality is less pronounced, and traditional
seaside holidays are less common; more, however, stay in hotels, whereas in Wales a
higher proportion use self-catering accommodation, especially static caravans; and more
domestic visitors to Wales list walking as one of their activities. Key indicators of these
differences are provided in Table 2, below.

Table 2: Comparative Tourism Statistics, Scotland and Wales, 1998

Scotland Wales
Total tourism expenditure, 1998 (£m) 2476 1306
Overseas visits: (% of nights) 31 14

(% of expenditure) 38 16
Business trips: (% of nights) 28 15

(% of expenditure) 34 17
Average duration of trip (nights) 5.3 4.1
Average expenditure (£) 39.18 29.61
Slack season (% winter nights) 47 34
Type of accommodation: hotel (% visits) 19 16*

self-catering (% visits) 21 35*
of which: caravan (% visits) 3 24*

Tourists listing walking as
an activity (% visits) 19* 22*
* domestic tourists only

Sources: United Kingdom Tourism Survey; International Passenger Survey

Assumptions can be made on the basis of this information. If it is supposed that underlying
walking patterns for Welsh and Scottish tourists are similar, adjustments would be needed
as follows.   In Scotland the business visitors are not normally involved in walking for leisure.
The higher expenditure of overseas visitors and their propensity to do more walking reduces
related impacts in Wales, as does the greater openness of the Welsh economy; on the other
hand, the greater seasonality and enthusiasm of domestic visitors for walking have the
opposite impact. On this basis it is estimated that walking expenditure in Wales is £170
million – significantly higher than the estimate made on grounds of a similar proportion
existing with respect to Scotland. The number of jobs that such expenditure might create, in
total in Wales, could reach 5,000 full time equivalents. If mountaineering activities were also
taken into account, the respective impacts would be £240 million and 7,000 full time
equivalents.

As indicated previously, however, if it were required to estimate the level of employment
created by walking activities in the rural parts of Wales only, the figure would be rather less,
because of the leakage involved in the supply of goods and services from more urban areas
in Wales. The lowest employment multipliers calculated for rural towns by the Norwegian
study, if applied to Wales, would suggest that walking tourism and leisure contribute £55
million to rural Gross Domestic Product, and generate approximately 3,000 full time
equivalent jobs again, taking mountaineering activities into account, these estimates would
rise to £77 million and 4,250 jobs). Such estimates are broadly compatible with both the
Vermont tourism study, and a recent evaluation of the economic impact of the Sea Empress
oil spill on Pembrokeshire tourism (Bryan et al., 1996): provided that the majority of the
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activity took place in the more rural areas of Wales, these estimates would represent nearly
2 per cent of total GDP, and just under 1 percent of rural employment. Agriculture, in
contrast, accounts for around 4 per cent of GDP in the rural part of Wales, including public
subsidies, and 7 per cent of full-time equivalent jobs (based on the analysis of Hughes et al.,
1996).1

These estimates are designed to be conservative, but a more accurate assessment involving
extensive and careful study of the role that walking for leisure plays in the rural economy of
Wales might well identify substantially greater effects. Nevertheless, they indicate that the
importance of walking for rural economic regeneration is not trivial, especially since the bias
in estimation has been cautious: furthermore, they bolster the case for greater access on
foot to the Welsh countryside, as a means of expansion of its existing impacts.

Analysis and conclusion

At present, only a small proportion of tourist visitors to rural Wales would identify walking as
the sole, or even most important, attraction, although it clearly constitutes an important facet
of their overall experience.2 This is reflected in the fact that, like all tourist expenditure, a
large proportion of the income and job equivalents are supported in services and activities
for the resident population. By its nature, walking is a dispersed activity, penetrating into
deeper, more sparsely populated rural areas, where leakages are less serious; additionally,
it is less concentrated in the traditionally short summer season, and as a result it may be
expected to have a correspondingly greater proportionate effect.

The potential for expansion of walking-related expenditure may be demonstrated from NOP
evidence: both domestic tourists and overseas visitors are more likely to visit Wales if
access is improved. The policy implications are for the promotion of greater walking
friendliness in Wales. This short paper suggests that the interdependencies between walking
and the rural economy could be the basis of a highly effective and efficient means of rural
regeneration, offsetting the tendency to centralise employment and services into ever fewer
central market towns. Government policies that would support growth in growth of this
favourable activity include the current proposal to provide access on foot to open
countryside; continued effort to open and improve existing rights of way; and the creation of
additional national and local trails.

The costs of supporting greater access to the countryside are relatively small. The
Pembrokeshire Coast Path User Survey implicitly identifies the public expenditure required
to create a full-time equivalent job as £433, annually. That may overestimate public cost
because of the high profile of the National Trail. In contrast, agricultural subsidies cost the
taxpayer £254 million in total in 1998 (National Assembly for Wales, 2000), which
corresponds to £6,045 for each full-time equivalent job supported directly on farms: taking
multiplier effects into account, the cost, at £4,279 per full-time equivalent, is still almost 10
times greater, and certainly underestimates public costs because the main burden of
agricultural support falls on consumers rather than taxpayers, due to the difference between
domestic and world food prices.

                                                
1 The discrepancy between income and employment is due to the significant current depression in the

agricultural economy of Wales: in more ‘normal’ circumstances, the contribution of agriculture to rural GDP
in Wales would be larger.

2 Unpublished survey information from the Wales Tourist Board suggests that 5 per cent of
holidays in Wales are specifically for walking; a further 22 per cent include walking as a
significant factor.



The Economic Value of Walking in Rural Wales

7

Efforts need to be made, through tourism marketing and infrastructure development, to
disperse walking away from the high profile National Trails, such as the Offa’s Dyke Path
and the Pembrokeshire Coast Path, and the National Park areas of Snowdonia and the
Brecon Beacons. Equally, efforts to promote the general quality of the landscape need to
take into account the walking interest. For example, wind farm development – at least from
anecdotal accounts – initially attracted some walking visitors into the countryside, although
widespread saturation of the landscape for wind generation of electricity could have the
opposite effect. On the other hand, in South Wales, Scott (1998) found, in conjunction with
the fact that walking is the most popular form of recreational activity, wildlife watching is an
important linked recreational experience: efforts to conserve wildlife habitats and overall
biodiversity would normally be complementary to walking activity, providing an enriched
experience.

Many studies of agricultural diversification (see, for example, Bateman and Ray, 1994) have
indicated that successful opportunities are strictly limited by location, effectively
corresponding to proximity to major roads. More and better quality access to the countryside
could open up prospects for significant additional income for farms and other rural
businesses. In fact, the accommodation stock in many rural areas of Wales is well
developed, but what is lacking is for something for visitors to do. Given the competitive
nature of tourism between regions of the UK, development of walking opportunities could
provide substantial additional income, which would maximise the value of such investments.
The full potential of employment that can be created by open access to the countryside,
however, remains to be explored.
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