
Practical Footpath Work in Avon Area 
 

Groups in Avon Area have a history of doing path maintenance work on behalf of our 
three Unitary Local Authorities – Bath and North East Somerset, South Gloucestershire 
and Bristol City although the effort has tended to be rather intermittent.  When the 
effects of the cuts to Rights of Way budgets became clear during 2011, we decided we 
wanted to put teams of volunteers on a more permanent and “professional” basis.  We 
call ourselves the Avon Ramblers Path Wardens in part to draw a parallel with the 
Cotswold Volunteer Wardens whose fine example is trusted by our Councils.  The 
following is a list of the things to which we had to find answers.  They may, or may not, 
be of relevance to others setting up their own operations.  In particular, although we 
wanted to be competent in dealing with a range of path furniture and surfacing 
problems we also value path clearances, signing and network surveys. 

 
Why we should get involved 
 

 Many people want to make a contribution.  Most of our Groups have a history of 
doing some path maintenance but without central direction the teams tended to 
fall away over time. 

 

 The cuts in Local Authority budgets have meant that many Councils have 
reduced expenditure on Rights of Way to the minimum they can get away with.  
We can make a meaningful contribution to the maintenance and improvements 
of rights of way during the period of austerity and beyond.  

 

 Most Councils welcome volunteer groups – it fits in not only with the somewhat 
discredited “Big Society” but chimes also with the ethos of helping people who 
help themselves.  It ticks various boxes of consultation and community 
involvement required by Council procedures. 

 

 Interested Councillors and Officers can use the efforts of volunteers to legitimise 
their claims for bigger budgets or specific projects. 

 

 Independently we can use it to justify our own demands of Councillors. 
 

 It builds a relationship between the Ramblers and Rights of Way Departments 
which spins over into other matters which concern us. 

 
Possible Council objections 
 

 The most frequently heard objection is “health and safety”.  This is spurious!  All 
genuine objections under this heading can be overcome by training and 
communications.  It is more difficult if health and safety is a smokescreen for 
sloth, lack of imagination or a genuine lack of resources to get it off the ground. 

 

 Ramblers are more trouble than we are worth with poor quality work that has to 
be checked and put right – training! 

 

 There may also be a fear that Ramblers will blunder into delicate relationships 
between landowners and the Council – organisation! 



 And of course there is an element of administration for the Council.  The 
cost/benefit equation is heavily in favour of using volunteer labour. 

 

 Our experience, obviously, is that Council objections can be overcome. 
 

Possible objections from Ramblers members 
 

 There may be resistance from members on the grounds that we are taking work 
away from the working man. 

 

 Or that we are simply subsidising the Council for work that should be paid for by 
the Council Tax payer.   

 

 The sad fact is that if we do not do it then nobody would be doing it. 
 
Getting started 
 

 Deciding what to do.  In Avon Area we wanted to carry out not just path 
clearances but all sorts of work on path furniture. 

 

 We were able to get the Rights of Way team (and a representative from English 
Nature) to attend appropriate working group sessions as we formulated our 
ideas. 

 

 Convincing the Council that we were serious i.e. that we could do the job as 
professionally as their own staff and contractors.  This meant that volunteers 
would require some training.  The training is also a valuable morale builder for 
the volunteers.  It brings them together for the first time and settles their 
concerns about whether they are legitimate and know enough.   

 

 We had two afternoon training sessions.  The first covered health and safety, 
basically an introduction to the Council’s Health and Safety policy and 
procedures led by our two Rangers. 

 

 An introduction to rights of way law was led by Central Office staff. 
 

 How the Rights of Way team operates and relates to landowners and farmers by 
the Rights of Way staff. 

 

 How we expect the system to operate, tools, protective clothing and expenses.   
 

 The second session consisted of first aid training by the Red Cross. 
 

 You do not need to pre-train on installation work.  This occurs on the job. 
 
Volunteers  
 

 Taking account of how often we wanted to go out, holidays, illness etc we 
decided on teams of eight people.  Experience shows that this works for us. 

 



 We decided on three teams to reduce travel costs and because we thought we 
could fund them. 

 

 Turning good will into actual functioning volunteers is not easy!  Most of our 
volunteers are already active in their Groups and in practice our teams are 
based on Groups although they welcome other members and even non-
members. 

 
Skills 
 

 The key is the team leader – someone who is prepared to do a modicum of 
organising.  The more regular the work parties the less organising is required.   

 

 A level of commitment is necessary or it creates a problem for the team leader.  
 

 Practical skills whether from work or hobbies are useful but certainly not 
essential.  The team is much more than the sum of its parts.  

 

 One or more people are needed to store/transport the “team tools”.  Because of 
their length digging spikes, spoons and rammers are the most difficult.  We 
provide whatever is necessary to protect car boots. 
 

 On the administrative side one or more person is needed to record jobs done, 
invoice the council, record and settle expenses and prepare a budget. 

 
How it works 
 

 The Council or possibly Ramblers members identify a task.  BaNES have a 
decided preference to blitz a parish with a programme of work.  South 
Gloucestershire takes it one job at time.   

 

 The Rights of Way Team talks to the landowner/farmer and arranges a date.  
He/she liaises with the Ranger for delivery of hardware and prepares a job sheet 
which includes the risk assessment. 

 

 The team leader is informed who contacts the team by email.  Last minute 
cancellations can be arranged by mobile texting depending on team 
preferences. 

 

 Someone brings the tools.  The Ranger meets the team on site with the 
hardware.  He may or may not stay for the duration and would be available 
should a chainsaw be necessary. 

 
Set-up costs 
 

 There are three elements to set-up costs – tools for the team, personal issue of 
tools and protective clothing and training. 

 

 With experience we have trimmed the list of tools that we think are necessary.  
This means that the basic team tools would cost about £500.  A brush cutter 



would be a hefty extra £250 plus.  In addition training is essential for insurance 
purposes which would cost about £150 per person.  We have found hedge 
trimmers particularly useful for clearance work.  An effective lithium ion cordless 
with extra battery could cost about another £140.  

 

 We originally allowed £92 per person for personal tools and protective clothing.  
Included in this was £35 towards protective boots.  In practice we have found 
that few people avail themselves of this.  Protective wellies are a cheaper and 
practical alternative. 

 

 We arranged first aid training for all volunteers.  Group sessions for 24 people 
came to £280. 

 
Running Costs 
 

 Tools can be amortised at the rate of 20% per year.  We have little experience of 
this and the amount is going to depend on the original outlay.  A guestimate is 
£300 per team for team tools plus £100 per team for personal items. 
 

 Training refreshers – say £100 per year  
 

 Travel expenses.  We assumed 3 cars per job at 25 pence per mile which would 
come to nearly £500 per year per team.  But this has turned out to be highly 
hypothetical because from over 340 person outings we have had no claims for 
mileage.  Our compact geographical area probably helps. 

 

 Because none of our volunteers claim expenses we have a get-together once a 
year with nibbles and a couple of glasses of wine. 

 
Income  
 

 We were able to get a grant from South Gloucestershire to be spent in the 
Council’s Area.  We also received a grant from English Nature to be spent 
across boundaries!  We may have been lucky to ask for the money at the right 
time.  Ramblers Holidays Trust also contributed funds.  In each case we had to 
demonstrate an investment of our own funds which can be included in Group 
and Area budgets 

 

 We charge £35 per “significant” job.  We estimate that this is about a third of 
what the Council would pay a contractor although some contractors would be a 
little more independent than we are.  South Gloucestershire likes to express it as 
a “grant”.  BaNES are not fussy. 

 
 
Progress in first financial year 
 

 We work for two Councils 
 

 We run 3 x 8 person teams 
 



 53 Kissing gates installed 
 

 9 Other gates installed 
 

 60 Other jobs - steps, surfacing, posts, stile repairs, ditch crossings, clearances 
etc. 

 

 We have generated income of £2170  
 
 
The Challenge 
 

 We need a flow of suitable work which relies on the Rights of Way Team having 
the resources to generate it. 

 

 Providing tasks that cater for the availability of working and retired volunteers. 
 

 Maintaining a flow of new recruits.   
 
 
Ron Phelps, Footpaths Secretary for South Gloucestershire in Avon Area 
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