
The shared route controversy: a realistic approach? 

After declaring an interest (he is both a cyclist and a walker), Phil reported that the working group on 

shared use had finished its work and that its proposals would shortly be put to a subcommittee of 

the Trustees for their consideration.  The group recognised that their recommendations were likely 

to be controversial and his talk was intended to explain why they had reached the conclusions that 

they had. 

Phil listed the four types of highway - motorway, road, public right of way and cycle track - and the 

subcategories of the third, and who was allowed to use which.  He then outlined the cyclists’ case for 

greater access to footpaths 

There was much political support for creating more routes for cyclists, given the popularity of cycling 

and its importance to health and wellbeing and to sustainable transport.  Universal access had 

worked in Scotland. 

The working group has recommended that the Ramblers policy (not yet approved by the Trustees) 

should be to: 

• oppose the universal approval of cycling on all footpaths;  

• work with other user groups to improve rights of way for everyone; 

• resist changes that might be detrimental to walkers; and 

• consider all changes on a case-by-case basis. 

In order to explain why this policy was being proposed Phil outlined the legal means by which a 

Highway Authority could make it possible for cyclists to use a path which otherwise would only be 

available for walkers.  They all use one of two legal processes: 

• consultation, order, chance to raise objections, inquiry (if there are objections), rejection or 

confirmation, action; and 

• consultation, action (the simpler approach and therefore the one more likely to be favoured 

by the highways authorities). 

As the public had no power of veto over such changes, to get the best outcome the arguments need 

to be:  

• put forward in the strongest possible terms at the consultation stage as this may deter the 

authorities from proceeding any further; 

• based on carefully reasoned arguments  (simply stating that cycling on footpaths was 

unpleasant for walkers or against Ramblers policy would cut no ice and could result in costs 

being awarded against an objector at any subsequent inquiry)  

Phil also stressed the need for local people with local knowledge to be involved.  Many things had to 

be considered when creating or changing a right of way, among them: why it was necessary, who 

would use it, width, possible segregation of users, surfaces, lighting, environmental impact, blind 

corners, credibility of long-term maintenance plans. 

Phil explained that the process of upgrading a footpath to a bridleway on the basis of historical or 

user evidence by Definitive Map Modification Orders is fundamentally different.  In this case it is a 

procedure for recognising that a right to cycle already exists.  Unlike the processes he had explained 

earlier it is not a process for creating new rights for cyclists. 

In his final slides gave examples, good and bad, of conversions in St Albans. 

 



He ended by thanking Stephen Russell from central office and the members of the working group for 

the constructive way in which they had worked together. 

Questions   

• David Smith asked about the human nature aspect of the shared paths controversy.  Phil said 

that the working group had recognised that this is an issue but that it was outside the terms of 

reference of the working group.  They had recommended that the Ramblers should include this 

issue in its future work programme.  The working group had concentrated on providing guidance 

for footpath workers who may be faced with proposals for converting existing footpaths into 

shared use under existing legislation.  

• Harold Stokes asked whether the proposed policy would become Ramblers policy after General 

Council.  Phil replied that the group had been told that this was a matter for the Trustees and did 

not in fact need GC approval. 

• Graham Daniel drew attention to the sometimes bad behaviour of cyclists and asked whether 

more cycle tracks should be created separately from footpaths.  Phil agreed that this would be 

desirable but pointed out that this may not always be physically possible and that it would be 

more costly.  In circumstances where Highways Authorities are under severe cost pressure and 

have the powers to create shared routes it is likely that they will chose the shared use approach. 

• Sarah Lea believed that cyclist overall were no worse than walkers.  The public education issue 

was enormous. 

 


