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Fortunately the network does exist and, for the first time, we have a consistent overview
of its condition across England and Wales. Based on the experience of over three
thousand citizen surveyors, the Ramblers’ Big Pathwatch found that over half of our
footpaths, bridleways and byways are well-kept, with another third in adequate condition,
but in need of improvement. The fact that one-tenth of the network is in serious disrepair
is clearly not something to be celebrated. However, it does show that even in difficult
times for local authorities the scale of the challenge is not insurmountable.
We found significant variation in overall path condition between different parts of the
country: two-thirds of the rights of way in the East Midlands were well-kept, while the
South West and the West Midlands contain a higher proportion of grid squares where the
rights of way are poorly kept than in England and Wales overall. The condition of rights of
way in Wales is worse than in the country as a whole, with the proportion of poorly kept
squares nearly twice as high as in England and Wales.
Our citizen surveyors also recorded over 100,000 features along the way, 45 per cent
of which were positive, with attractive views and welcoming people and signs the most
prevalent. Birds, trees and interesting buildings also registered as relatively common
positive features reported. In the South West of England, our citizen surveyors found the
highest proportion of attractive views, over one-quarter of which are coastal views. Wales
was noted as being the most welcoming nation.
Problems with obstructions and way finding were the most common negative features,
with undergrowth and especially missing signs proving particularly inconvenient: missing
signs account for a third of all negative features reported. Bridges, gates, stiles and path
surface are also notable problems. In the North East, a quarter of all features related
to finding your way and almost 80 per cent of these were missing signs. Obstructions
were also significant, especially in the South West and the Midlands where over half of
obstructions were due to undergrowth or overhanging vegetation.
For the most part, negative features only made walking inconvenient, not impossible:
barbed wire across paths, and missing bridges, gates and stiles were more likely to make
the path unusable, while muddy or flooded paths were inconveniences in most cases.
Undergrowth was more likely than a bull to stop a walker in their tracks.

1. Executive summary
Our rights of way are an invaluable asset held in common. They form a barely
visible network threaded through town and country alike, connecting people
and places. Protected in law but often neglected in practice, they represent a huge
potential resource, one that could help to unlock some of the most intractable
problems we face: reviving rural economies; improving our mental and physical
health; connecting communities. If the network didn’t exist, there would be a
strong argument for inventing it.
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By and large, those places that have seen the largest local government spending cuts
have a lower proportion of well-kept paths than England and Wales in general. But the
correlation is weak and while resources matter cuts alone don’t offer an explanation of
why the path network is better maintained in some places than in others. Policy and
practice matter, especially the active custodianship of land.
For example, rights of way are considerably more likely to be well-kept in areas belonging
to the National Trust and the National Forest (which comprises the Public Forest Estate
and the Welsh Government Woodland Estate), or designated as national parks, national
trails, Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty
(AONBs). These areas are also more likely to contain positive features, and fewer negative
features that render paths unusable.
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Key facts

Our footpaths, bridleways and byways are a key community asset, and thankfully they
haven’t yet been eroded by austerity. While there are undoubtedly problems with the
current condition of the network, the Ramblers believe together we should aim to ensure
that every right of way is well maintained by 2020. To cash-strapped councils, they may
appear to be liabilities, but rights of way form an infrastructure network with potentially
massive benefits. Recent and future cuts mean that the network seems ever more
marginal, something to which to commit the bare legal minimum. But the potential value
of the asset we hold in common is vast, and we want to work with everyone with a stake
in that asset to find new ways not only to protect it but also to exploit it to the full.
• There is much to do, but the task is not insurmountable. Nowhere is the network
broken, and problems are highly localised. While any problem that makes a right of way
unusable is too many, these are manageable proportions, evenly spread. Acting now,
with focus and creativity, can help secure the network for the future.
• There are opportunities for accessing additional resources to support authorities in
the task. Linking the maintenance of the path network to creating opportunities for low
cost, entry-level physical activity, investing in path maintenance can represent a public
health saving, rather than a highways cost.
• Most problems are fixable if we work together. Walkers, landowners and civil society all
have a part to play, as do the Ramblers. Councils have willing allies in the task, especially
if new ways of working with volunteers can be found.
• Custodianship matters. Paths are better where there is active custodianship. Land
owners like the National Forest can be engaged to do more to improve the rights of way
on their land even further; organisations such as the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) and
the Country Land and Business Association (CLA) could be powerful intermediaries in
strengthening the case for active custodianship among their members.
Working together, using intelligence such as the Big Pathwatch to target our efforts most
effectively, we can ensure that the unique resource we have built up over centuries can
continue to give value and enjoyment long into the future.

Of all the National Parks,
Northumberland has the
highest proportion of
attractive views.
Over half of our footpaths,
bridleways and byways
are well-kept.

One-tenth of the network
is in serious disrepair.

78 per cent of surveyors
completed more than
one survey.

Wales was noted as being
the most welcoming nation.

The South West and the West
Midlands contain a higher
proportion of grid squares where
the rights of way are poorly kept.

In the South West of England, our citizen
surveyors found the highest proportion
of attractive views, over one-quarter of
which are coastal views.
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In the North East, a quarter of all
features related to finding your
way and almost 80 per cent of
these were missing signs.

East Midlands is the
place you were most
likely to spot butterflies.

45 per cent of reported features
were positive. With attractive
views, welcoming people and
signs the most prevalent.

109,236
We recorded over 100,000 features.

2. Introduction
Woven into our landscape, the rights of way network represents a vital common
asset, valued by millions but too often neglected. Part of the Ramblers’ mission is
to ensure that this network is accessible and well-maintained, in the city as much
as in the countryside. To help us in this work, we undertook the Big Pathwatch:
the largest ever survey of our rights of way, from footpath to bridleway to byway.

Over the second half of 2015, over three thousand walkers
walked these rights of way, using the Big Pathwatch app
and website to record the overall condition of paths, the
features encountered upon them – both good and bad
– and how much they enjoyed walking them. We limited
our survey to defined public rights of way, rather than
other footpaths or byways, and they are the subject of
analysis throughout this report. These volunteers,1 our
citizen surveyors, collected data on over 100,000 features
and walked every path in almost half of the total area of
England and Wales.2
The survey is now over but the Ramblers will continue to
seek live information on the state of paths. We will launch
a new version of our app, called simply Pathwatch, that
will allow anyone using the path network to report any
problems and positive features they come across, and
these will be sent on to the local authority. There will also
be a web based reporting tool on the Ramblers website.
We all benefit from a well-maintained, accessible network
of rights of way and so we all have a responsibility to help
to ensure that the network is as good as it can be. This

is especially important in the current climate of declining
public expenditure, with local authorities hard-pressed to
fulfil even their statutory duties, including those related to
the maintenance of rights of way. Civil society, then, must
play its part. As the only charity dedicated to protecting
paths and promoting walking, the Ramblers wants to work
with walkers, through initiatives like the Big Pathwatch, to
put in place mechanisms to better monitor the condition
of the network. But we also want to work with local
authorities to mobilise volunteers to maintain paths, and to
release additional resources for this. And we will continue
to identify particular problems that highway authorities, as
the responsible bodies, need to address when rights of
way are being denied to walkers by landowners or others.
The Big Pathwatch represents the most detailed picture
we’ve ever had of the condition of what is a valuable if
neglected public asset, compiled by ordinary people up
and down the country. This report sets out that picture,
the good as well as the bad, and draws some conclusions
about why problems might occur and how we might begin
the process of solving them.

Our citizen surveyors,
collected data on over
100,000 features and
surveyed almost half of
the total area of England
and Wales.
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Almost all of us have used this network at some time
or another: footpaths are not the preserve of Gore-Texclad hikers; there is no monthly subscription to use this
network, and no special skills are required. No wonder
walking is so popular; something underscored by the huge
response to the Big Pathwatch initiative, with over 16,000
expressions of interest 3 and 272,121 separate engagement
points.4 Other research shows that nearly 9 million of us
are regularly active outdoors.5 Since walking is the most
popular form of outdoor recreation, it’s likely that a high
proportion of these people are walkers, from hard-core
hill walkers to Sunday strollers. Millions of others regularly
use Britain’s rights of way simply to get about: to school,
to the shops, to work. Indeed, most users of the network
wouldn’t think of themselves as ‘walkers’ at all; so while
these rights of way are well used they are often taken
for granted.
Walking is undoubtedly popular, but it also answers some
of the biggest challenges we face as a country, and at a
relatively low-cost. A low-carbon means of transport for
short distances, unclogging congestion in urban areas,
walking can also increase the degree to which people
interact, reducing social isolation and promoting social
cohesion. The value for people of connecting with nature
is well recognised6 and walking also has huge potential to
improve physical and mental health outcomes. It offers real
economic development benefits.

3. The value of the network

• Walking improves physical health. It’s the closest thing
to perfect physical activity: a free, easy, effective and
accessible way of achieving the recommended 150
minutes a week of moderate activity.7 Investment in
walking will help the Department of Health to meet
its ambition to reduce physical inactivity,8 as well as
lessen the financial burden it places upon NHS England
(£1.8bn/year) and the wider economy (up to £8bn/
year).9 Every £1 spent on a health walk scheme saves
the local NHS £7.10 In Wales, only 31 per cent of adults
met physical activity guidelines in 2014,11 and walking
represents a cost-effective way to increase that number.
There is evidence of latent demand for walking, with
7 per cent of adults wanting to do more.12

• The mental health benefits of walking are also clear.
Physically active people have a reduced risk of suffering
from clinical depression,13 and regular walking improves
mood, reduces anxiety, aids sleep and improves selfimage.14 What is more, there is something very special
about walking outdoors that can’t be equalled by walking
on a treadmill: contact with the natural environment can
improve one’s mental health,15 all at substantially lower
cost than other interventions.
• Walkers support rural economies, especially in the tourism
sector. Good-quality, well-promoted walking routes help
support local services and businesses including shops,
pubs, hotels and B&Bs. The South West Coast Path alone
is worth £436 million a year to the regional economy,
supporting 9,771 jobs.16 In the English countryside walkers
spend over £6 billion a year, supporting up to 245,000 full
time jobs,17 while in Wales 28 million walking-related trips
are made to the countryside and coast each year, where
walkers spend £632m.18
Rights of way also have the potential to help achieve the
priorities identified by government. In Wales, for example,
the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act 2015 sets out
seven wellbeing objectives, and all public bodies are now
expected to conduct themselves in ways that improve the
economic, social, environmental and cultural wellbeing
of Wales. Walking can play an important role in achieving
this; the Active Travel Act 2013 requires local authorities in
Wales to continuously improve facilities for pedestrians and
cyclists, with clear implications for the path network.
Given the benefits and popularity of walking, we can count
ourselves lucky that, largely, the infrastructure we need
already exists. We know that the network of rights of way,
accrued over generations, is extensive and well-used, but
it has been less clear how accessible and well-maintained
that network is on the ground. In the next section we look
at what the evidence, collected through the Big Pathwatch,
tells us about the state of our paths.

Freely accessible and found across the country, footpaths and bridleways form
a vital network of routes into and through beautiful countryside and fascinating
cities. But rights of way also represent a hugely under-exploited asset. They are an
important resource for physical activity, from the gentlest to the most demanding
of exercise. They provide the infrastructure that opens up tourism to underpin
the economic development of even the most remote areas. And they can be
enjoyed, simply, by everyone, allowing each of us to connect with nature, to relax
in pleasant surroundings with friends, old and new.
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4. The big picture
the state of rights of way
in England and Wales

Over half of these features were negative, such as barbed wire blocking
the path or missing signs making it difficult to find their way, but
45 per cent were positive, things that made walking pleasurable:
attractive views over open country or points of interest, facilities and
welcoming people. These reports were collected by an army of citizen
surveyors, either online or in real time through an ‘app’ installed on
mobile phones, and plotted so that we could see where things were
going right as well as where problems occurred.

Relationship between
enjoyment and path condition
100%

80%

60%

The overall condition of rights of way

Unsurprisingly, well-kept rights of way are more pleasant to walk on.
Almost none of our citizen surveyors reported that they didn’t enjoy
walking in areas with well-kept paths. Yet even in places where rights of
way are poorly kept overall, more surveyors enjoyed walking there quite
a lot than did not at all.

20%

0%
Poorly kept – difficult/
impossible to use

Adequately kept but
improvement needed

The picture, while far from perfect, is encouraging. The evidence
doesn’t show a path network in such poor condition that it’s beyond
rescue. Of those grid squares that are crossed by rights of way,19
only 9 per cent were classed as poorly kept, making the paths there
difficult or impossible to use. Over half (56 per cent) were well-kept and
signposted, with the remainder (35 per cent) containing paths that are
adequately-kept, but in need of improvement. The good news, then, is
that the majority of the network is in good condition, with a further third
in serviceable condition. Things could undoubtedly be much better, but
the scale of the challenge is far from insurmountable.

40%

Well-kept and
signposted

For the first time, we have a clear and consistent picture of the state of rights of
way – footpaths, bridleways and byways – across England and Wales. Through
the Big Pathwatch, more than 3,000 people surveyed every right of way in over
70,000 square kilometres – 45 per cent of the total – to report on the overall
condition of the paths that they found there, how much they enjoyed their walk,
and to record the precise location of over 100,000 features they found.

Previously, we only knew where specific issues existed. Local surveys,
while often hugely valuable, reveal only a disjointed patchwork of
problems. Now, thanks to the dedication of our citizen surveyors, the
Big Pathwatch gives us a coherent overview not just of problems but
of where things are going well, of where things could be improved, and
how each affects the walking experience.

Very much

Quite a lot

Somewhat

Not much

Not at all

Path condition in
England and Wales
Well-kept and signposted
Adequately
kept but improvement needed

Poorly kept – difficult/impossible to use
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Positive features in England and Wales

The type of features found and the
impact they had
In total, 109,236 features were recorded over the
six months of the Big Pathwatch. Each was geo-located
and date-stamped, and the data shared with the relevant
local authority so that problems could be addressed. The
dataset also provides a unique picture of the kinds of
positive and negative factors that characterise our rights
of way network.
Features are classified into five positive and six negative
types: flora, fauna, attractive views, welcoming and points
of interest on the positive side and intimidating, path
surface, finding your way, obstructions, road-crossing
and bridges, gates and stiles on the negative.20 Positive
features made up 45 per cent of those reported, reinforcing
once again that alongside the problems, Britain’s path
network is far from broken and enjoyed by many.

Attractive views

Fauna

Flora			

Interesting

Welcoming


Negative features in England and Wales

The most prevalent types of positive features are attractive
views and welcoming features, with attractive open country
and welcoming signs most commonly encountered. Birds,
trees and interesting buildings also registered as relatively
common positive features encountered on walks.
For negative features, problems with obstructions and
finding your way are particularly notable, with undergrowth
and especially missing signs proving particularly
inconvenient – missing signs account for fully one-third
of all negative features reported. Bridges, gates and stiles
and path surface are also notable, while thankfully
intimidating people and animals are relatively infrequent
negative features.
Our citizen surveyors also recorded the impact that
negative features had on their walk: whether they made
things inconvenient or rendered the path unusable.
For the most part, negative features only made walking
inconvenient, not impossible: only barbed wire across
path, path not found (most often because the right of
way had been deliberately obscured or built across, rather
than because of poor map reading on the part of the
walker) and missing bridge, gate or stile were more often
likely to make the path unusable than inconvenient.
Muddy or flooded paths, for example, were inconveniences
in most cases; undergrowth was more likely than a bull
to stop a walker.

Path inconvenient

Negative features and their effect

Path unusable

As with overall path condition,
there is a very strong
correlation between positive
features and well-maintained
rights of way. Overall,
45 per cent of features are
positive and only 12 per cent
render the path unusable.
In well-kept grid squares,
three-quarters of the features
found were positive; over
85 per cent of those found
in poorly kept squares were
negative, with 35 per cent
making the path unusable.
Even in those grid squares
reported to be poorly kept,
over 10 per cent of features
were found to be positive,21
showing that even in some of
the worst kept areas, there
are still positives to be found.

Intimidating

Bridges,
gates and
stiles

Finding
your way

Path surface

Road crossing

Obstructions

0

5,000

10,000

Relationship between enjoyment and the
number of positive and negative features

There is also a strong
correlation between the
number of positive features
found in grid squares and the
enjoyment to be had walking
there. In grid squares where
our citizen surveyors enjoyed
walking very much, over
60 per cent of the features
were positive, compared to
around 8 per cent of features
where the walking was not at
all enjoyable; indeed in those
places, almost 60 per cent
of the features recorded
made the path unusable.

Features by path condition
Well-kept and
signposted

Very much

Adequately kept but
improvement needed

Quite a lot

Bridges, gates & stiles		

Finding your way

Somewhat

Intimidating			

Obstructions

Not much

Path
surface		


Road
crossing


Not at all
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impossible to use
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Positive features

Inconvenient features

Unusable features
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November is the cruellest month – but only just
The Big Pathwatch took place over six months in 2015,22 with each
survey and each feature date-stamped, giving us a good understanding
of the changing conditions over time, from summer to winter. There is
very little variation month by month in the overall condition of rights of way
in the grid squares surveyed, although there is a very slight reduction in
the proportion of well-kept paths reported in November across England
and Wales (down to 54 per cent from 57 per cent in the summer
months). This ‘November dip’ was far more pronounced in some parts
of the country: down to 52 per cent in the South East of England from
60 per cent in summer, and down to 35 per cent in Wales.

Negative feature types over
time – proportion
100%

80%

60%

There was also relatively little difference over time in the proportion of
positive and negative features, although November again sees slightly
fewer positive features reported: 43 per cent of all features compared
to the 45 per cent of the total for the six months. To all intents and
purposes, the line is flat. However, this apparent consistency masks
a much greater degree in fluctuation, month by month, in the types of
features being observed.
As winter approaches, for example, the proportion of negative features
classed as obstructions reduces and those relating to path surface
increases; ploughed fields in October and muddy and flooded paths
once winter bites, while the proportion of incidences of undergrowth and
overhanging vegetation – almost 70 per cent of all obstructions in the
summer months – diminishes.
There is much less variation in the proportion of types of positive features
over time. However, again unsurprisingly, there is considerable change in,
for example, the kind of vegetation encountered: as winter approaches,
flowers become less significant attractions. Similarly, butterflies (over
20 per cent of fauna features in the summer months) become much less
frequent in winter.
Beneath the headline consistency are significant fluctuations in the kinds
of features found at different times of year. For the most part, these
changes are to be expected, for both positive and negative features. Yet
they still provide some clues for which problems most need addressing
at different times, a valuable guide for those charged with maintaining
the condition and accessibility of rights of way with ever-tightening
budgets. These fluctuations also remind us that, perhaps more than
other infrastructure, the path network and its usage changes across the
year. Sustainable management of the network requires a year-round
perspective that is sensitive to the specific changing conditions that affect
its characteristics.
Similarly, there are more pronounced monthly fluctuations in the overall
condition of paths in different areas. These and other differences
become ever more apparent when we look at specific places and their
characteristics. That more fine grained analysis is the subject of the
next section.

40%

20%
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Nov Dec

0%

Well-kept and signposted
Adequately kept but improvement needed

Bridges, gates and stiles

Poorly kept – difficult/impossible to use

Finding your way

No Rights of Way in this square

Intimidating		
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Flora – by month
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A closer look:
Shropshire

Sep

Oct

Nov Dec

0%

Our citizen surveyors walked the rights of way in 1,563 grid
squares in this large, predominantly rural county, 49 per cent
of the total. Of those, around one-third were assessed as
well-kept, with just one in ten as poorly kept; just over half were
adequately-kept, but in need of improvement. This is broadly in
line with the picture across the West Midlands region as a whole.
The high proportion of adequately-kept paths probably explains
why our citizen surveyors didn’t greatly enjoy walking there: while
less than 1 per cent of squares weren’t enjoyed at all, only
one-quarter were enjoyed quite a lot or very much. A massive
45 per cent were found to be only somewhat enjoyable.
The county contains many sites of interest, including
substantial tracts of National Trust land: about 20 per cent of
the grid squares surveyed in the Big Pathwatch are in Areas of
Outstanding Natural Beauty. Yet only 12 per cent of the 3,925
features reported related to attractive views (most of which occur
outside of the AONB). Far more, about one-third of the total and
half of the negative features, related to broken or missing signs,
including 743 missing signs at intersections with roads. Just over
one in ten features related to obstructions caused by crops and
other vegetation, predominantly undergrowth. In total, one-third
of the features found in Shropshire were judged to have a positive
effect on the walk, but nearly one in five made the path unusable.

Only 12 per cent of
the 3,925 features
reported in
Shropshire related
to attractive views.
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We can see some significant variation in overall path
condition between different parts of the country, with
London and the East Midlands performing well with
two-thirds of their rights of way being well-kept.
Conversely, the South West and the West Midlands contain
a higher proportion of grid squares where the rights of
way are poorly kept than in England and Wales overall.
The condition of rights of way in Wales is worse than in
England and Wales as a whole and than in any individual
English region. Only the West Midlands reported fewer grid
squares containing well-kept paths, and the proportion of
poorly kept squares (16 per cent) in Wales was nearly twice
as high as the England and Wales average.

Path condition by region/nation
100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

West Midlands

Wales

North East

South West

South East

Eastern

Yorkshire & the Humber

North West

London

All England & Wales

The London region, conversely, has the second lowest
proportion of squares that were enjoyed very much (and
indeed, even among its best-kept squares, a higher
proportion were enjoyed quite a lot rather than very much)
despite its high proportion of well-kept squares.

East Midlands

0%

While there is the same strong correlation between path
condition and enjoyment within most areas across England
and Wales, it isn’t always the case that places with more
well-kept paths were most enjoyed. For example, Eastern
and the South East of England are the ‘most enjoyed’
areas, but didn’t contain the highest proportion of
well-kept paths.

Well-kept and signposted
Adequately
kept but improvement needed

Poorly kept – difficult/impossible to use

Enjoyment by region/nation
All England & Wales

East Midlands
Eastern
London
North East
North West
South East

5. Digging deeper
Overall, the rights of way of England and Wales are in a reasonably good state,
with less than 10 per cent not fit for purpose. While there are many features that
make walking difficult or impossible, there are plenty that make it a pleasure. But
while the national picture is useful, more illuminating insights are possible when
we look more closely at the condition of the network in different places.
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A closer look:
Caerphilly
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Clearly, while the condition of paths is important to the
enjoyment to be had on them, something else is at
play. The clear correlation between overall condition
and enjoyment found at national level isn’t always as
pronounced at a regional level. It might be speculated that
this is because the footpaths within built up areas, such as
London, are less visually appealing, and more mundane.
Rights of way within urban areas might be more functional
rather than recreational, and consequently not as intensely
enjoyable, even where they are properly maintained.
Path condition varies considerably between local authority
areas within regions – the example of the East Midlands
is shown below. Some of this ‘volatility’ is likely to be due
to the size of sample in urban authorities, which are much
smaller and contain fewer grid squares, and fewer still
containing rights of way.23 But we can be surer of some
findings: in Rutland, only one of the 191 grid squares
surveyed was classed as poorly kept, while over threequarters were classed as well-kept and signposted. And
there are significant variations between counties, with over
70 per cent of surveyed grid squares in Leicestershire
rated well-kept, a significantly higher proportion than
neighbouring Northamptonshire, which is far closer to
the national average.

Poorly kept – difficult/impossible to use

Where features are found
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Of the 332 features identified in Caerphilly, only one-third
were positive, with 22 per cent judged to have made the path
unusable: one-quarter of these were due to paths being blocked
by undergrowth. Missing signs were also reported to be a
significant problem. Despite this, our citizen surveyors enjoyed
walking either quite a lot or very much in over 60 per cent of
surveyed squares, the vast majority in rural areas.

100%

All England & Wales

Our citizen surveyors
enjoyed walking
either quite a lot or
very much in over
60 per cent of
surveyed squares,
the vast majority in
rural areas.

Located in the south east of Wales, the unitary authority of
Caerphilly is the fifth most populous Welsh local authority, despite
being one of the smallest – our citizen surveyors walked paths
in just under one-quarter of its total area, which is roughly the
level of coverage the Big Pathwatch generated in Wales as a
whole. Surprisingly, given the overall density of the population,
over three-fifths of the county borough is classified as rural in
character. About half of the grid squares surveyed contained
forested land belonging to Natural Resources Wales. The bulk
of the grid squares surveyed in Caerphilly were classed as
adequately-kept (57 per cent), with about one-fifth each classed
as poorly kept and well-kept. In this regard, the condition of rights
of way within the area is substantially lower than that of Wales as
a whole, where 49 per cent of surveyed squares were reported
as well-kept.

Number of features by region

If the East Midlands contains the highest proportion of
well-kept grid squares, it’s in the South East that we find
the highest proportion of positive features (55 per cent);
the East Midlands in this case is in-line with England and
Wales overall, with 45 per cent of features recorded as
positive. The neighbouring West Midlands, home to the
highest proportion of poorly kept squares, also has the
highest proportion of negative features (69 per cent).
In Wales, which has a somewhat higher proportion of
positive features, about 20 per cent of reported features
render the path unusable.
More positively, Wales is the most welcoming nation, with
the highest proportion of that type of feature. As elsewhere,
those features relate primarily to welcoming signs and
this may be in part as a result of investment to extend
Welsh language signage since the 1990s; indeed, Wales
also has relatively fewer broken or missing signs reported
as features. Among positive features, the South West of
England has the highest proportion of attractive views,
over one-quarter of which are coastal.

Positive
features

Inconvenient
features

Unusable features
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Percentage of man-made vs natural obstructions in the South West, by local authority*

A closer look:
Windsor and
Maidenhead

Wiltshire

South Gloucestershire
Somerset County
Gloucestershire County
Dorset County
Devon County

Cornwall
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No Rights of Way in this square
Fallen tree or hanging tree

Overhanging vegetation

Barbed wire (across path)

Barbed wire (close to path)

Electric fence (across path)

Everywhere, the most common types of features are those
relating to finding your way, accounting for about one-fifth
of all features found in the North West and almost two-fifths
(38 per cent) in the West Midlands. Again, missing signs
were a particular problem: in the North East one-quarter
of all features related to finding your way, and almost
80 per cent of these were missing signs.
Obstructions were also significant, especially in the South
West and the Midlands, both East and West (16, 18 and
17 per cent respectively). In each of these regions, over half
of the obstructions are due to undergrowth or overhanging
vegetation. ‘Man-made’ obstructions, such as barbed wire
and electric fences, are far less prevalent, accounting for
between 18 per cent (in the South West) and 7 per cent
(in the East Midlands). Looking below the regional level,
the variation becomes more pronounced:

* Authorities where fewer than 75 obstruction features were reported have been excluded.
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Electric fence (close to path)

Undergrowth

in Dorset and Gloucestershire, undergrowth alone
accounts for around half of all reported obstructions,
while in Wiltshire ‘man-made’ obstructions are almost
as prevalent as ‘natural’ ones, in Devon they account
for just 15 per cent of obstructions.
Also a ‘man-made’ obstruction, but excluded from
the chart above, crops blocking paths account for
14 per cent of obstructions reported across England
and Wales, but there is significant variation across the
country. Again, much of the variation is to be expected:
for example, fewer than 5 per cent of obstructions
in the London region are due to crops, while almost
one-quarter of those in the Eastern region are.

This unitary authority in the Thames Valley contains a mix of
urban and rural environments. We found the highest proportion
of positive features anywhere in England within this authority –
77 per cent of the 824 features found there were positive. Only
nine of those features (around 1 per cent) rendered the path
unusable, split between problems with obstructions (particularly
undergrowth) and way finding (signs missing on the route).
Fully one-quarter of all features reported were attractive views,
especially of open country.
In total, our citizen surveyors surveyed 175 (87 per cent) of the
grid squares within the authority, and judged the rights of way to
be well-kept in 116 (79 per cent) of them. None were reported as
poorly kept. This marks out Windsor and Maidenhead as being
in considerably better condition than the South East as a whole,
where 6 per cent of squares were reported as poorly kept and
58 per cent as well-kept. In part this is thanks to the involvement
of East Berkshire Ramblers. The Group undertakes a twice yearly
survey of a sample of footpaths in the borough, has a network
of Path Wardens and undertakes some footpath repair, stile
replacement and way marking work.
Walkers certainly liked walking there: in over 75 per cent of grid
squares, they enjoyed their walk quite a lot or very much.

Our citizen surveyors
surveyed 87 per cent
of the grid squares
and judged 79 per cent
of them well-kept.
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Rights of way appear, then, to be at least as
likely to be in good condition near to where
most people live. This in turn suggests that
poorly kept paths may not be a significant
barrier to new or occasional walkers, including
people who are starting to walk in order to
increase their physical activity. There is some
evidence to suggest, however, that in terms
of enjoyment, walking in urban areas is a little
more mundane.
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Rural village and dispersed

Rural village and dispersed in a sparse setting

Urban city and town

Urban city and town in a sparse setting

0%

Urban major conurbation

Earlier, it was shown that in the London
region our citizen surveyors were more likely
to enjoy walking squares quite a lot than very
much, even where paths were well-kept. This
appears to be borne out by the findings for all
urban areas, where our surveyors were more
likely to enjoy walking somewhat or quite a
lot than in rural areas, while also less likely to
enjoy walking there not at all or very much.
This distinction is most pronounced in areas
classified as urban minor conurbation on the
one hand and rural village and dispersed in a
sparse setting on the other, where 79 per cent
of squares were either enjoyed not at all
or very much.

40%

Urban minor conurbation

Yet the relationship between these cuts and the quality
of rights of way is a weak one. Of the fifteen authorities
containing the highest proportion of poorly kept grid
squares, only two are also among the fifteen authorities
making the largest cuts to their budgets. The correlation
is weaker still with positive and negative features.

However, it’s noteworthy that, even in the context of
ongoing austerity, it’s still possible to keep rights of way
open and useable: the cuts don’t necessarily mean that
the network cannot be maintained.

The relationship between path condition and
rurality is also less marked than might have
been expected. There appears, for example,
to be little difference in overall path condition
in squares classified as urban and rural. If
anything, things are marginally better in urban
areas. Using the government’s Rural-Urban
Classification,25 we were able to map grid
squares into eight different types, four urban,
and four rural. The urban squares together are
slightly less likely to be described as poorly
kept, with the rural ones slightly more so;
neither were significantly more or less likely
to be classified as well-kept.

Rural total

Indeed, of the 106 English local authorities for which
we have figures, 76 made cuts to their rights of way
management budget between 2009 and 2012, one-third
by over 25 per cent; only 19 made any increase at all. In
terms of levels of staffing dedicated to rights of way issues,
over the same period 50 out of 90 authorities reduced the
size of their teams, and only six increased them.24

The correlation may be statistically weak, but it isn’t
non-existent. By and large, those places where the largest
cuts have been made are also the places that have a lower
proportion of well-kept paths than do England and Wales
in general, and vice versa. Resources matter, and ongoing
budget cuts may have an effect now or in the future.
However, cuts alone don’t offer an automatic explanation
of why the path network is better maintained in some
places than in others. Policy and practice matter too, as
do land ownership and geography. The work of Ramblers
volunteers in maintaining paths will also compensate for
the effects of cuts to local authority teams. To fully
understand the impact of cuts on the complex local picture
would require more detailed local knowledge than this
survey allows.

Relative condition of paths in different rural
and urban settings

Urban total

Local government in England and Wales has experienced
dramatic spending cuts over the past six years, such
that discretionary activity has been put under massive
pressure everywhere. In many places, even statutory
activity – including many duties relating to the maintenance
of rights of way – has been substantially squeezed. As a
consequence, local authorities have seen the resource
(both human and financial) that they can make available for
maintaining the rights of way network significantly reduced.

Between town and country

All classified squares

The impact of local government cuts

Well-kept and signposted
Adequately
kept but improvement needed

Poorly kept – difficult/impossible to use
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25

Very much

Rural Urban Classification

Quite a lot

Somewhat

Not much

Not
at all


The effect of active custodianship
The effect of special designation and patterns of ownership appears far more
significant than rurality. Taken together, rights of way are considerably more likely to be
well-kept in areas belonging to the National Trust and National Forest, or designated
as national parks, national trails, SSSIs, and AONBs. Two-thirds of these grid squares
were rated as such, with only National Forest (57 per cent) close to the proportion
found in England and Wales as a whole. These areas are also more likely to contain
positive features, and fewer negative features that render paths unusable: National
Forest is again the exception, with a similar proportion of positive features and relatively
more negative features that render paths unusable. Unsurprisingly, over 80 per cent
of obstructions on National Forest Estate land were due to fallen or hanging trees,
overhanging vegetation and undergrowth.

All classified squares
Urban total
Rural total

Urban minor conurbation
Urban major conurbation
Urban city and town in a sparse setting

National trails, National Trust land and national parks are especially well-maintained,
although that is not uniform. For example, in five national parks the proportion of grid
squares classed as poorly kept is higher than the proportion found in England and
Wales as a whole, by almost twice as much in Snowdonia. In Pembrokeshire and the
Peak District on the other hand, rights of way are overwhelmingly well-kept.

Urban city and town

Rural village and dispersed in a sparse setting
Rural village and dispersed
Rural town and fringe in a sparse setting
Rural town and fringe

Path condition by land ownership/designation
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The same patterns can be seen in relation to the types
of features found in rural and urban areas. Again, urban
areas are marginally more likely to hold positive features
than rural ones. However, the specific types of features
vary: in urban areas, positive features are more likely to
relate to points of interest (which include facilities) and
to be welcoming (again, this is overwhelmingly due to
welcoming signs), whereas rural areas are more likely
to offer attractive views. Negatively, rural areas have a
proportionately higher incidence of issues relating to
bridges, gates and stiles, obstructions and path surface,
while way finding is more likely to be an issue in urban
areas than in the country as a whole,26 especially in
relation to missing signs on the road. Intimidating people
are more likely to be encountered in rural areas, especially
(and perhaps counter intuitively) in the most remote places
(Rural village and dispersed in a sparse setting).27

Features by rural-urban classification
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* National Forest comprises the Public Forest Estate and the Welsh Government Woodland Estate. Contains, or is based on, information supplied by the Forestry Commission.
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Path condition by national park

A closer look:
Bradford
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No Rights of Way in this square

As well as being proportionately better kept, paths in
these areas are more enjoyable to walk. On all but two of
the national trails, over 80 per cent of grid squares were
classed as enjoyable to walk in; in grid squares along the
Pennine Way, over 80 per cent were enjoyed very much
by walkers. National Trust land and AONBs are also
considerably better enjoyed than other areas. But while
paths in the national parks and in SSSIs were enjoyed
broadly in line with England and Wales overall, the paths
within National Forest are actually somewhat less enjoyable
to walk.

28

With the exception of National Forest, which is simply
broadly in line with general conditions, areas enjoying active
custodianship are more likely to contain better-kept rights
of way, more positive features and to be more enjoyable to
walk. All of these areas are more rural than the norm to a
greater or lesser degree, so given that the effect of rurality
is somewhat muted, that paths found in these areas tend
to be better kept is more likely due to better custodianship.
However, it does mean that some of the best walking –
in terms of path condition, positive features and enjoyment
– lies some distance from centres of population.

Predominantly urban in character, the authority has a significant rural hinterland,
and includes a number of SSSIs. A small part of the Pennine Way runs through
the area. Like most local authorities, Bradford has seen the budget available for
maintaining its network of rights of way decrease since 2009, experiencing an
8 per cent reduction between 2009 and 2012. Over that period, the authority’s
dedicated staff team has decreased by 9 per cent.
Our citizen surveyors surveyed 81 per cent of the grid squares within the area
and found almost one in five of them to be poorly kept, twice the proportion
found in the Yorkshire and the Humber region overall. Strikingly, only slightly more
(23 per cent) were judged well-kept, with the remainder (58 per cent) in need
of improvement. This picture was reflected in the features found there: fewer
than one in five (17 per cent) had a positive effect, while a similar number
(19 per cent) made the path unusable. Overwhelmingly, these features
concerned way finding (over half of all features found in Bradford, with a
missing sign on route registering at 30 per cent of all features) and obstructions
(including 27 instances of impassable undergrowth). Yet despite the evident
problems, our surveyors enjoyed walking on Bradford’s rights of way, with
55 per cent of grid squares enjoyed very much.

Our surveyors
enjoyed
walking on
Bradford’s
rights of
way, with
55 per cent of
grid squares
enjoyed
very much.
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In the current climate, the case for devoting scarce
resources to rights of way above other under-funded
priorities may be hard to make. Never a core function
of councils, recent and future cuts mean that the path
network seems ever more marginal, something to which
to commit the bare legal minimum. But such a model
of support will never succeed in turning a failing liability
into a valuable asset.

Custodianship matters.

The case for investing in the rights of way network
is fourfold:

As the guardians of the path network, the Ramblers is
working towards the goal of every right of way in England
and Wales being well-maintained by 2020. It’s a challenging
ambition, but one that we believe can be realised. Working
together, using intelligence such as the Big Pathwatch to
target our efforts most effectively, we can ensure that the
unique asset we have built up over centuries continues to
give value and enjoyment long into the future.

There is much to do, but the task is not
insurmountable.
Only a tenth of the network is so poorly-maintained that
it’s difficult or impossible to use, and over half of it is wellmaintained. Similarly, while a small majority of the features
encountered by our citizen surveyors were negative, again
only just over a tenth of them rendered the path unusable.
And nowhere is the network broken, with problems highly
localised. While any problem that makes a right of way
unusable is too many, these are manageable proportions,
evenly spread.

Paths are better where land owners make the effort.
Councils can co-opt their assistance and, nationally,
land owners like the National Forest can be engaged to
do more to improve the rights of way on their land even
further; organisations such as the NFU and the CLA could
be powerful intermediaries in strengthening the case for
active custodianship among their members.

There are opportunities for accessing additional
resources to support authorities in the task.
While public finances are stretched, recognising the wider
benefits of rights of way as an asset means making better
use of the resources we have. For example, by linking the
maintenance of the path network to creating opportunities
for low cost, entry-level physical activity, investing in path
maintenance can represent a public health saving, rather
than a highways cost.

Most problems are fixable if we work together.

6. The case for investment
Our rights of way are a key community asset. While they may appear to be
liabilities to cash-strapped councils, they form an infrastructure network with
potentially massive benefits, not least in terms of promoting health and wellbeing
and underpinning economic development. But they aren’t simply valuable: they
are valued by millions. Over and above the statutory duties they have for the
network, there is a strong case for local authorities to do more to maintain and
develop the network.
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The bulk of the negative features we found don’t
require expensive legal work, but rather on the ground
maintenance to deal with issues such as undergrowth
and missing signs. Councils have willing allies in that task,
if new ways of working with volunteers can be found,
allowing limited resources to be focused more effectively.
The Ramblers, with its active local membership and
skilled volunteer path maintenance teams, is particularly
well placed to assist, and the next phase of the
Big Pathwatch initiative will also be an invaluable tool
in a more collaborative approach.

As the guardians of the path
network, the Ramblers is
working towards the goal of
every right of way in
England and Wales being
well-maintained by 2020.
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By local authority, the range of coverage is much wider,
from 6 per cent to 100 per cent, but aside from an
overrepresentation of Welsh and London authorities at the
bottom end of the distribution, there is no clear pattern
among the authorities with below average coverage.
Where individual authorities, or other units, are cited in the
report, a margin of error of less than 3 per cent has been
established; the exception is in Wales (for example the
Caerphilly case study on page 16) where rates of return
don’t allow for local authority level analysis at this level of
confidence. At regional level, and in Wales, margins of
error are typically less than 1 per cent.
Our citizen surveyors were asked to record a number of
observations, all of which were date stamped:
• The general condition of rights of way within a grid
square, choosing from ‘Poorly kept – difficult/impossible
to use’, ‘Adequately kept but improvement needed’, or
‘Well-kept and signposted’.
• The degree to which they enjoyed walking in that
grid square, choosing from ‘Not at all’, ‘Not much’,
‘Somewhat’, ‘Quite a lot’, and ‘Very much’.

7. Methodology
The Big Pathwatch harnessed the energy of 3,244 volunteers as citizen
surveyors, around half of whom had no prior involvement with the Ramblers,
to survey rights of way in England and Wales. The surveyors walked as much
of the network as possible, and recorded what they found, positive and
negative, through a mobile phone app or online.
To enable this to be done systematically, England and Wales was divided into 156,472 squares
(the one km grid squares on Ordnance Survey (OS) maps), which our citizen surveyors could ‘adopt’
and walk between 7 July 2015 and 14 January 2016. By the end of the survey period, volunteers had
surveyed 70,648 grid squares or 45 per cent of the area of England and Wales, providing a very robust
sample and, we believe, the largest survey of British rights of way ever undertaken.
The surveyed grid squares were reasonably evenly spread across the regions and nations, with English
regions outside London ranging from 39 per cent to 53 per cent coverage. The London region is
overrepresented at 75 per cent, and it’s the smallest area with the fewest rights of way, while Wales
is underrepresented at 28 per cent coverage.
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Grid squares, their derived surveys and the features
contained within them were designated against a parent
local authority based on the placement of the grid squares
central point and which local authority this placed it in.
The survey was open to allow any person to adopt a
square regardless of whether this square had already
been surveyed. This was acknowledged as a potential
issue at the start of the survey but was allowed for to
increase engagement. It transpired that there was relatively
little duplication of effort. However, to ensure we have
maintained a consistent approach to the resultant data
we have taken the earliest completed survey result and
its daughter features to analyse.
Not all features were fully recorded, or some form of
technical error occurred while the feature was being
submitted. These features with incomplete data (74
of the entire dataset) were removed from the analysis.
Because of the grid square system, some features
(2 per cent) are reported as occurring in a different
local authority from that to which they correctly belong
(2,362 of the 109,236 reported features).

• The type and nature of features encountered (drawn from
a list that can be found in the appendix) and the effect
of those features on their walk, drawn from ‘Positive’,
‘Negative/Inconvenient’ and ‘Negative/Unusable’; these
features were geo-located.
This report is based on the unique data collected through
the Big Pathwatch survey and doesn’t draw on any other
surveys of the condition of rights of way in England and
Wales. All figures relate only to defined public rights of way.

Percentage of grid squares surveyed
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Footnotes
1. 	We are indebted to the thousands of walkers who volunteered their time to collect the data on which this report based.
Over half of these walkers were new to the Ramblers, offering their time to help improve the paths they value.

17. 	Mike Christie and Jon Matthews, The Economic and Social Value of Walking in Rural England, report for the Ramblers’ Association,
2003 http://users.aber.ac.uk/mec/Publications/Reports/RA%20Eco%20Impact%20of%20walking.pdf

2. 	Scottish authorities aren’t required to prepare and hold definitive maps of their rights of way. As a result, rights of
way aren’t shown on Ordnance Survey (OS) maps of Scotland so there is no easy way of identifying paths that are
acknowledged as rights of way. Scotland was therefore not covered in the Big Pathwatch.

18.	Economic Impact of Walking & Hill Walking in Wales, Welsh Economy Research Unit, Cardiff University, June 2011.

3.

Those who registered or downloaded the family pack.

4.	Engagement points are photos submitted, new twitter followers, Big Pathwatch web page visits, Facebook likes, features
reported and family pack downloads.
5.	Sport England /Outdoors Industry Association, Getting Active Outdoors: A Study of Demography, Motivation, Participation
and Provision in Outdoor Sport and Recreation in England.
6.	www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/default/files/green_paper_nature_and_wellbeing_act_full_final.pdf
7.

Recommended by the UK Chief Medical Officers for good health in adults.

8.

Department of Health (2012).

19.	The Big Pathwatch returned survey data for 70,648 one km grid squares in England and Wales (45 per cent of the total), but
30,043 of those didn’t contain any rights of way. They may contain permissive paths or other byways not protected by law but
as the focus of this report is on rights of way, those squares have been excluded from the analysis. Unless otherwise stated, all
statistics used are based on the 40,605 surveyed grid squares containing rights of way.
20.

A complete list and description of the feature sets can be found in the appendix.

21.	Only one in ten grid squares (6,177 of 70,648), where more than one feature was found, contained no positive features at all.
22.	The survey was kept open for two weeks of January 2016, but to allow for like for like comparison, the January data has been
excluded from these time series.
23.	In the East Midlands, as in most English regions, there is considerable variation between local authority areas in terms of surface
area and population. The cities of Nottingham and Leicester, for example (with the highest and lowest proportion of poorly kept grid
squares respectively) each contain only 73 grid squares, the majority of which contain no rights of way – for example in Leicester,
while the Big Pathwatch surveyed 96 per cent of squares, only ten of those contained rights of way. In Rutland however we can be
reasonably confident with the findings, to a margin of error of 5 per cent.

9.	S.Allender, C.Foster, P.Scarborough & M.Rayner 2007, ‘The burden of physical activity related ill health in the UK’ in
Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health 61.

24. Ramblers Freedom of Information request to local authorities 2009–2012.

10. Heron and Bradshaw, 2010.

25.	www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/239478/RUC11user_guide_28_Aug.pdf

11.	http://gov.wales/docs/statistics/2015/150603-welsh-health-survey-2014-initial-headline-results-en.pdf
12.	http://sport.wales/media/1686275/active_adults_survey_2012_-_statistical_release__2.xlsx

26. 	It should be remembered that these are proportions of features found: our volunteer citizen surveyors found over twice as many
features in grid squares classified as rural than as urban (areas classified as rural make up four-fifths of England and Wales and
while proportionately more way finding features were found in urban areas, twice as many actual features of this kind (17,989)
were found in rural areas.

13.	Department of Health 2004, At least five a week: evidence on impact of physical activity and relationship to health.

27. 	The real numbers are small, but of the 95 intimidating people reported, 68 of them were in places classified as rural.

14. 	Department of Health 2004, At least five a week: evidence on the impact of physical activity and its relationship to health.
A report by the Chief Medical Officer; Mind 2008, The Mind guide to physical activity, revised edition; Walking the Way to
Health 2009, Walk more…feel the difference, Natural England.
15.	Jules Pretty, Murray Griffin, Jo Peacock, Rachel Hine, Martin Sellens and Nigel South 2005, A countryside for Health and
Well-Being: The Physical and Mental Health Benefits of Green Exercise, Countryside Recreation Network.
16.	South West Coast Path Association, SWCP Monitoring and Evaluation Framework, January 2014.
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Appendix – Feature reference guide

Intimidating

Dog(s)
People or Person
Cow(s)
Bull(s)
Horse(s)

Feature reference guide
These are the features to look out for on your Big Pathwatch walk.
When you find one, make a note of the location on your grid square map.

Flora

Other

Bridges,
Gates & Stiles

Flowers

Missing bridge, gate, stile

Small mammals
Larger mammals

Other

Finding
your way

Birds
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Missing sign at road
Broken sign on route
Broken sign at road
Discouraging sign

Insects

Path not found

Other

Other

Woodland
Open country

Path Surface

Muddy
Flooded

Town / City

Potholed

Coastal

Ploughed [and not reinstated]

Mountains and hills

Other

People or person
Signs and information
Other

Points of
Interest

Missing sign on route

Butterflies

Other

Welcoming

Gate – Locked
Bridge – unsafe or in need of repair

Other

Attractive
views

Gate – unsafe or in need of repair

Trees
Fungi

Fauna

Stile – unsafe or in need of repair

Road
Crossing
Obstructions

No safe means of crossing a road
Other
Undergrowth
Overhanging vegetation

Buildings

Barbed wire close to path

Natural features

Barbed wire across path

Lake or body of water

Electric fence close to path

Pub or tea shop

Electric fence across path

Toilets

Crops

Benches

Fallen or hanging tree

Other

Other
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The Big Pathwatch:
All surveyed squares

Well-kept and signposted
A
 dequately kept but improvement needed

Poorly kept – difficult/impossible to use

No Rights of Way in this square
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Next steps
At the Ramblers, we know that Britain’s paths are
a precious and valuable network. We want to make
sure that everyone, everywhere has access to well
maintained paths, and that everyone is doing their
bit to protect our paths for generations to come –
whether by reporting path problems when they
find them, or directly helping to keep paths in a
good condition.
We want to work with councils to ensure rights of
way are a recognised and valued asset; as part of
the transport infrastructure, the local economy, as
a means of achieving public health objectives and
a way of connecting communities with nature and
promoting social cohesion.

Ramblers’ volunteers already clear and maintain
paths across England, and we are looking at how
to build on this work.
To find out how the Ramblers can help resolve
issues and promote paths in your area, please
contact pathwatch@ramblers.zendesk.com
If you want to get more involved with the campaign,
or find out how you can take action to protect
paths locally, please contact Policy & Advocacy
Support 020 7339 8554 at the Ramblers.
For more information and to download the full
Big Pathwatch: State of Our Paths Today report
visit www.ramblers.org.uk/bpwreport.

Pathwatch app
You can report path problems to the Ramblers through
our website or the Pathwatch app which is available for
free download. Use either and we will make sure that
the relevant highway authority is aware of the issue.
Where possible, we will work with highway authorities
to help resolve the problems.

Find out more about the Pathwatch app at
www.ramblers.org.uk/pathwatch
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