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Summary

The Ramblers is deeply concerned that cuts to funding for
England’s path network are not only damaging our ability to
get out and enjoy the outdoors, but are also having a negative
impact on tourism, local economies and our health.

The Ramblers contacted every local authority in England using a
freedom of information request, asking for information on rights of
way budgets and the work they’re doing.1 This research has shown
the scale of cuts across the country and the impact they are having
on the ground. 

Our research has shown:

� There are over 100,000 path problems in England that have been
reported to councils but which haven’t been fixed. These range
from missing signposts and overgrown hedges to dangerous
barbed wire and flooded paths.

� Over 30% of councils in England have cut their path budgets 
this year, following on from three years of severe cuts. Some
councils have continued to cut experienced staff from their 
rights of way teams.

� The Ramblers is working in partnership with councils and other
groups to overcome the damage caused by cuts.
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Britain has: 

12 million 
walkers

4.3 million 
horse riders

3 million 
cyclists 

who all depend on our 
rights of way network 

The Ramblers is
calling on councils to: 

1. Work with the Ramblers
to repair path problems.

2. Stop the severe and
disproportionate cuts to
rights of way budgets.

3. Address the backlog of
legal work for recording
paths as rights of way 
in order to protect them
for the next generation 

of walkers.

In 2013, our 
25,000 volunteers:  

� Organised 45,000 
group walks.

� Encouraged 88,000 people
to go on a health walk.

� Repaired broken stiles, 
cut back the brambles and
put in new signposts on
635 paths. 

� Created 38 new paths.

� Saved 40 paths from being
closed off forever.

� Walked the route of 2,000
proposed diversions and
extinguishments of paths
to ensure they were in the
best interest of all walkers. 

1 Further information on our freedom of information request can be found in the appendix
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Background

Britain’s network of paths is one of our biggest assets,
and the envy of walkers around the world. These
paths, our rights of way, are used by thousands of
people every day, from the useful little cut-through
that saves you time on your walk to work, to the
mighty South West Coast Path which attracts millions
of tourists from Britain and all over the world.

� Physical inactivity is one of the nation’s biggest killers. 
The easiest way to get active is to get walking – if
everyone walked more, it could prevent 37,000 deaths
every year.2 Walkers depend on our rights of way network
to help stay healthy. 

� People enjoying the outdoors spent £21 billion last year,
supporting thousands of full time jobs and helping small
businesses grow.3

� Many of our paths are as historically important as our
grandest buildings and our oldest monuments. They’ve
been used by pilgrims, farmers and travellers for
thousands of years. They are part of our heritage. The
Ramblers works to ensure they stay open for our children
and grandchildren to use. 

Did you know?

� A right of way is a path which anyone has
the right to use on foot, and sometimes
using other modes of transport. 

� Footpaths are open only to walkers; 
bridleways are open to walkers, horse 
riders and pedal cyclists.

� There are 117,000 miles of rights of way 
in England.

� All rights of way are shown on legal
“definitive maps and statements” which are
looked after by the relevant council. 

� The highway authority (county council 
or unitary authority) has a duty to look 
after rights of way and to ensure that they
are well maintained, unobstructed and 
well signposted.

2 Ramblers and Macmillan Cancer Support, Walking Works: www.walkingforhealth.org.uk/WalkingWorks
3 Natural England, Monitoring Engagement of the Natural Environment: www.naturalengland.org.uk
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Councils of Concern 2013

Cornwall County Council +

The most path problem reports awaiting resolution
(19,614) and budget data not held in such a way that
can be broken down to provide an accurate figure.

Somerset County Council +

Cut rights of way budget by nearly £300,000 (24%)
and the most DMMO applications* awaiting
determination (279).

Barnsley Borough Council
Cut rights of way staff by 42%.

Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council +

Cut rights of way funding this year by 29% and staff
by 33% (and having previously cut funding by 22%
and staff by 40% between 2009–2012).

Birmingham City Council +

Biggest percentage of DMMO applications* per mile
of rights of way and it was not possible to identify
specific amounts for individual types of work carried
out.

Plymouth City Council
Cut rights of way budget by 36% and the second
biggest percentage of DMMO applications* per mile
of rights of way.

Oldham Metropolitan Borough Council +

Largest budget cut (58%) having previously cut
funding by 60%, as well as the smallest budget per
mile of rights of way.

Staffordshire County Council +

Cut rights of way budget by over £100,000 and a
high number of DMMO applications* awaiting
determination (239).

Cambridgeshire County Council
Cut rights of way staff by 39% (on top of previous
cuts of 25%).

Hertfordshire County Council
Cut rights of way budget by over £100,000 (having
previously cut funding by over £900,000) and the
second highest number of DMMO applications*
awaiting determination (270).

Calderdale
A very high number of path problems (and problems
per mile), as well as a low budget per mile of rights 
of way.

* DMMO = Definitive Map Modification Order, to
understand what this means for historic paths, 
see page 9

+ We work with the council to try and improve paths

Our Councils of Concern have made
substantial cuts to budgets and staffing
and/or have a large number of
outstanding path problems and claims
for paths to become a right of way.  

We ranked councils according to their
responses to our freedom of information
request, looking at the cuts they’ve made to
staff and budgets and their backlogs of path
problems and DMMO applications*. Our 11
Councils of Concern are ranked in order of
concern. See the appendix for further
information on our ranking.

The spread of these councils covers a range
of regions across the country, including
areas which are very popular tourist
destinations for walkers such as Cornwall,
Cambridgeshire and Staffordshire. 
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Guardians of our paths

For nearly 80 years, we’ve been working to
preserve our path network for everyone to enjoy. 

We’ve been instrumental in creating the laws that
protect our paths and we work across the country to
ensure that our paths are easy for everyone to use. Our
volunteers work in every part of the country to monitor
paths to help councils keep them in good condition. 

The simple act of walking paths helps keep them open 
– regularly walked paths are less likely to become
overgrown and fall into bad condition. The Ramblers
organises 45,000 walks for people to enjoy every year,
which help keep the brambles at bay and encourage
more people to take up walking. We regularly take
Councillors, MPs and other decision makers on walks so
that they can experience firsthand the benefits that a
well maintained path network can bring for people.

Ramblers groups can also help attract other sources of
funding to make improvements to paths: such as
through Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), charitable
trusts and donations.

We already work with 44 councils to find innovative
solutions to the cuts and to ensure paths are kept open
and easy to use. We’d welcome working with every 
local council to help ensure that our path network is 
well looked after. 
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How the Ramblers helps:
Warwickshire Bramblers
In 2011, Ramblers in Warwickshire were worried
about plans to cut the budget for paths by 45% so
gathered a petition of 1000+ signatures and
presented it to the Council. Sadly the cuts still
happened, but the Councillors wanted to ensure
that footpaths were protected, so put in additional
resources to manage volunteer teams.

Solihull Bramblers is one of 30 volunteer groups
that work with Warwickshire County Council to
repair broken bridges, clip back vegetation and
survey footpaths, saving the council tens of
thousands of pounds that they would otherwise
have spent on private contractors.

Did you know?

The Ramblers literally put
paths on the map. 

In the 1970s we encouraged
Ordnance Survey to show
rights of way on their maps so
walkers could find their way

We work with 44 councils in
England to improve paths



Our research has shown that there are 100,000
path problems waiting to be dealt with, and things
are getting worse each year. A path problem can
be any report of a problem on a right of way, from
barbed wire across a path to a broken stile.4

At the current rate of work, these problems would take
nearly two years to put right, even if no new problems
occur, and funding stays the same.

In other words, for two years, rain would need to stop
wearing away path surfaces, brambles would need to
stop growing, and bridges, gates and stiles would need
to stop falling apart. And budgets and staffing levels
would need to remain the same. 

We know that people are put off walking if a path is
overgrown or extremely boggy. If we want to get more
people walking for their health and happiness then we
need to ensure that it’s easy to do so.

See the appendix for a breakdown of the councils with
the most outstanding path problems.
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100,000 problems – and rising

4 Councils have a variety of different methods of recording complaints and/or works on rights of way.

How the Ramblers helps:
Surrey
Surrey County Council has come up with an
innovative way for our volunteers to repair minor
problems as they encounter them.

Rambler path wardens attend a day-long training
course given by Surrey County Council in basic
rights of way law and given practical tips, such as
how best to cut back small overhanging vegetation
and attach waymarks. At the end of the training
course, path wardens are given a backpack with 
all the tools they need in it – secateurs, waymarks
and nails. 

By giving volunteers the tools to repair minor
problems, it means that staff can focus on the
bigger problems like broken bridges, flooded paths
and dangerous animals. 

The project has been so successful that it’s been
rolled out to other volunteer groups including
residents’ associations and conservation
volunteers. 

Regular walking will reduce 
your risk of: 

� Heart disease and stroke 20–35%

� Type 2 diabetes 35–50%

� Colon cancer 30–50%

� Breast cancer 20%

� Hip fracture 36–68%

� Depression 20–30%

� Alzheimer’s disease 60%

We need to ensure there’s a 
path network for people to use 
to keep fit and healthy. 
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Cuts to budgets

Over 30% of councils have cut their budgets for rights
of way this year. This follows three years of cuts,
which have had a huge impact on our paths. The
Ramblers know that harsh cutting of these services
will have significant consequences for health, the
economy and our ability to enjoy the outdoors. 

However, 30% of councils did not cut their budgets which
may be a sign that decision makers are beginning to
understand the benefits of a well maintained path network.
A further 30% actually invested more than last year in their
rights of way network.

The impact of recent cuts has been felt across the country
with overgrown, inaccessible and blocked paths, and things
are getting worse. Councils once mowed paths and cut
back overhanging vegetation regularly, but now many paths
are not being maintained at all. And when bridges get
damaged or washed away councils are having to close
entire paths for months, and even years, on end.

Not only are these cuts having a negative impact on 
tourism, health and the economy, it will cost much more 
in the long-run to fix the problems.

In 2012 visitors to England’s outdoors
spent £21 billion. 

This figure is increasing as outdoor activity
continues to remain a growth sector (now
contributing 1.65 % of total GDP). 

Councils that have made severe budget cuts

Council

Oldham Metropolitan 
Borough Council

Blackburn with Darwen 
Borough Council

Gloucestershire 
County Council

Budget per mile 
(average=£1,143)

£43 (lowest)*

£202 (9th lowest)

£159 (5th lowest)

Actual cut this year

£18,076

£49,400

£76,596

% cut this year

58.2%

43.9%

12.3%

% cut 2009–2012

60%

16%

34%

                

How the Ramblers helps:
Oldham
The budget for rights of way in Oldham has been
cut dramatically in the past three years. Our
volunteers are working closely with the council to
try to ensure that paths don’t suffer.

Our volunteers investigate footpath problems for
the council and prepare reports, taking hours of
volunteer time but saving the council thousands
of pounds by not employing specialist contractors. 

Oldham Ramblers have also contributed to
building new steps, stiles and signposts.

*excludes staff costs which are part of a Highways Services contract.

See the appendix for more information on budgets
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Staffing crisis

Councils have cut even more staff from rights of
way teams. This continues to leave remaining
staff overworked, with areas too large to manage
and a lack of local knowledge and contacts.

A major impact of these cuts is that staff are less well
placed to work with communities, including Ramblers
volunteers. 

Farmers and landowners will also inevitably start to feel
the impact as fewer rights of way staff will mean less help
with the repair of stiles and gates. If signs and waymarks
are not replaced, walkers are unable to find their way
which could lead to unnecessary confrontations.

How the Ramblers helps:
Kirklees
Despite fierce campaigning and verbal pledges of
support from numerous councillors, Kirklees
Council voted to cut its already meagre budget for
rights of way staffing and maintenance by
£190,000 (66%). 

Two full time maintenance posts have been cut
and another two have been transferred to other
duties. The authority’s rights of way team, twelve
strong in 2007, now consists of just three people.

West Riding Ramblers carry out an annual survey
of paths in the area to monitor the affect that cuts
are having on the ground. The last survey showed
that walkers in West Yorkshire are likely to
encounter a problem every 1.11 miles, compared to
two years ago where walkers encountered a
problem every 1.93 miles. Local Ramblers also
provide practical working parties to deal with
small scale footpath problems highlighted in their
report like overgrown vegetation and broken stiles. 

In 2013:   

� 19% of councils cut their staff for rights of way

� 64% of councils froze their staff levels

� 9% of councils were unable to provide
specific staffing data.

See the appendix for more information on
staffing cuts
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4,000 paths on a waiting list

We have uncovered a huge backlog of legal work
relating to the formal recording of rights of way on
definitive maps.  We estimate this will take over 13
years to clear.   

In total there is a backlog of over 4,000 paths waiting to
be determined as rights of way in England, and this
figure increases each year. Less than 300 paths were
determined last year and this figure is falling each year.
At the current rate it will take well over 13 years just to
clear the backlog if budgets and staffing levels remain
the same. And, of course, new applications to protect
historic paths are arriving all the time.

How the Ramblers helps:
Widford, Hertfordshire
An 80-metre footpath, running through the
churchyard of St John the Baptist's church at
Widford, has been walked by people for hundreds
of years. However, as the path didn’t appear on the
definitive map, it didn’t have any legal protection,
and so could be closed off at any time. 

Hertfordshire County Council made an order with
the intention of adding the path to its definitive
map, so that it would connect the road to a
bridleway at the back of the church and, so,
expand the path network. But lawyers for the
church (the diocese of St Albans) objected. This
meant that the public would lose its right to use
the path, and that it could not be signposted as part
of the Hertfordshire Way. 

The Ramblers and other local groups took action,
and following two public inquiries, the path now
appears on the definitive map, and will be
protected for people to use for hundreds more
years.

Hertfordshire County Council has 270 similar
cases of historic paths not yet protected as rights
of way. Without more investment in rights of way
budgets, or changes to the law, these paths could
be lost forever. 

Did you know?

� A path is legally recognised as a right of 
way when it is recorded on the council’s
‘definitive map’.

� A path that is recorded on the definitive map
has certain levels of protection. It has to be well
maintained and it cannot be closed off or built
on, unless legal procedures are followed.

� New paths can be added to a definitive map by 
the making and confirming of a ‘Definitive Map
Modification Order’ (DMMO). Anyone can apply 
for a DMMO if they have evidence to support 
the application.
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Appendix

1. The Freedom of Information request sent to councils
in England in 2013 was: 

a. a. How much money has your authority allocated
in its budget (revenue including staff and capital) to
carrying out its statutory duties (maintenance,
signposting and waymarking, keeping paths free
from obstruction, and keeping the definitive map
and statement up to date) in respect of public
rights of way in 2012/2013 and 2013/14?

b. How many staff does your authority employ to
carry out its statutory duties in respect of public
rights of way in 2012/2013 and 2013/14?

c. How many Definitive Map Modification Order
applications are awaiting determination by your
authority? How many Definitive Map Modification
Order applications were determined by your
authority in 2011/12 and 2012/13? How many
Definitive Map Modification Orders were made by
your authority in 2011/12 and 2012/13?

d. How many rights of way problem reports did your
authority resolve in 2011/12 and 2012/13? How
many rights of way problem reports does your
authority have awaiting resolution?

e. How many miles of rights of way are there in your
authority area?

2. All 118 councils with responsibility for rights of way in
England responded to the Freedom of Information
request. All ten national park authorities also
responded: two have all rights of way functions
delegated from their relevant councils and five have
maintenance responsibilities delegated to them. We
would like to thank all of the freedom of information
officers and rights of way staff who took the time to
provide us with the information.  

3. Our ‘Councils of Concern’ were selected by those
councils which had a combination of the following: 

1) The most rights of way problem reports awaiting
resolution

2) The most path problems per mile of public rights 
of way. 

3) The worst cuts by real amount

4) The worst percentage funding cuts 

5) The lowest budget per mile of rights of way

6) The biggest decrease in the number of staff
working for a rights of way team 

7) The biggest percentage decrease in staffing for a
rights of way team

8) The most Definitive Map Modification Order
(DMMO) applications awaiting determination

9) The most DMMO applications awaiting
determination per mile of rights of way

The top 10 councils in each of these categories were
ranked, in order, with a score of 10 being given to the
worst council, 9 to the next worst council and so on,
until all councils had been allocated a number down
to 1. 

In addition a score of 10 points was given to all the
councils unable to provide specific budget data on
statutory public rights of way services. The scores for
the 10 categories were then added together and the
councils with the highest scores were included in our
‘Councils of Concern’ list. 
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1. 10 councils with the most amount of rights of way problem reports awaiting resolution:

Council

1 Cornwall County Council

2 North Yorkshire County Council

3 Calderdale Borough Council

4 Herefordshire Council

5 Kent County Council

6 Cheshire West and Chester

7 Oxfordshire County Council

8 Worcestershire County Council

9 Shropshire Council

10 Hertfordshire County Council

Path problems

19,614

9,159

7,408

5,767

5,179

4,020

3,683

3,399

3,286

3,169

2. 10 councils with the most amount of problems per mile of right of way:

Council

1 Sefton Metropolitan Borough Council

2 Calderdale Borough Council

3 Cornwall County Council

4 Cheshire West and Chester

5 North Somerset Council

6 Bath and North East Somerset Council

7 South Tyneside Metropolitan Borough Council

8 Herefordshire Council

9 West Berkshire Council

10 Derby City Council

Path problems per mile of RoW

8.9

8.7

7.2

5.3

3.3

2.9

2.7

2.7

2.6

1.9
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3. 10 councils who cut their budget for rights of way the most (2012/13–2013/14):

Council

1 Somerset County Council

2 Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council

3 Hertfordshire County Council

4 Staffordshire County Council

5 North Yorkshire County Council

6 Plymouth City Council

7 Swindon Borough Council

8 Gloucestershire County Council

9 East Riding of Yorkshire Council

10 Worcestershire County Council

Amount cut this year

-£298,800

-£131,000

-£113,969

-£102,722

-£98,660

-£92,817

-£80,880

-£76,596

-£72,144

-£61,000

Change in 2009–2012

+£4,800

-£80,438

-£940,027

-£157,100

-£176,457 (2009-11)

+£29,769

+£800

-£337,904

-£533 (2009-11)

-£45,888

NB All budget figures include revenue and capital.
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5. 10 Councils who spend the least per per mile of right of way:

Council

1 Oldham Metropolitan Borough Council *

2 Salford City Council

3 Shropshire Council

4 Gloucestershire County Council

5 Warwickshire County Council

6 Lancashire County Council

7 Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council

8 Dorset County Council

9 Calderdale Borough Council

10 Wiltshire Council

£ per mile of rights of way

£43

£131

£147

£159

£176

£182

£202

£218

£220

£229

*excludes staff costs that
are part of a Highways
Services contract and
could not be provided.

(average spend = £1,143 per mile)

6. 10 Councils with the largest percentage cut to staffing 2012/13–2013/14:

Council

1 Bury Metropolitan Borough Council

2 Barnsley Borough Council

3 Cambridgeshire County Council

4 Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council

5 Northamptonshire County Council

6 Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council

7 Essex County Council

8 = Rutland County Council

8 = South Gloucestershire District Council

10 Worcestershire County Council

% Full Time Equivalent (FTE) staff cut

-55%

-42%

-39%

-33%

-32%

-29%

-26%

-20%

-20%

-16%

Change in 2009–2012

No change

No change

-25%

-40%

+18% (temp)

-25%

+33%

No change

No change

-9% 

4. 10 councils who had the highest percentage of rights of way cuts (2012/13–2013/14):

Council

1 Oldham Metropolitan Borough Council

2 Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council

3 Swindon Borough Council

4 Plymouth City Council

5 Thurrock Council

6 Poole Borough Council

7 Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council

8 Somerset County Council

9 Bolton Metropolitan Borough Council

10 Wigan Metropolitan Borough

% cut in funding this year

-58.2%

-43.9%

-43.8%

-35.6%

-30.3%

-30.2%

-29.3%

-23.7%

-22.9%

-22.2%

Change in 2009–2012

-60.00%

-16.0%

+0.9%

+37.8%

0%

-19.6% (2009-11)

-22.7%

+0.4%

-57.95%

-2.8%
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7. 10 councils with the highest actual cut to staff numbers 2012/13-2013/14: 

Council

1 = Cambridgeshire County Council

1 = Essex County Council

3 Barnsley Borough Council

4 Northamptonshire County Council

5 Worcestershire County Council

6 Staffordshire County Council

7 Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council

8 Somerset County Council

9 Kent County Council

10 Herefordshire Council

Amount Full Time Equivalent (FTE) staff cut

-6.00

-6.00

-5.00

-4.00

-3.00

-2.00

-1.94

-1.90

-1.70

-1.44

Change in 2009–2012

-6

+7

No change

+2 (temp)

-0.8 (2010-12)

-2

-3

-2.6

-1

-1

8. 10 councils with the most Definitive Map Modification Order applications awaiting determination:

Council

1 Somerset County Council

2 Hertfordshire County Council

3 Devon County Council

4 Staffordshire County Council

5 Wiltshire Council

6 Warwickshire County Council

7 Barnsley Borough Council

8 Derbyshire County Council

9 Birmingham City Council

10 Nottinghamshire County Council

DMMO applications

279

270

245

239

178

166

150

145

133

113
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*Coventry City Council has not
totalled the length of that part of
its rights of way network in the
area it inherited from Warwickshire
in 1974, amounting to about 50
paths, and has 109 DMMO
applications awaiting
determination as part of ongoing
preparations for a Consolidated
Definitive Map and Statement.

9. Top 10 councils with Definitive Map Modification Order applications awaiting
determination as a percentage of their public rights of way network

Council

1 Coventry City Council

2 Birmingham City Council

3 Plymouth City Council

4 Poole Borough Council

5 Stoke-on-Trent City Council

6 Liverpool City Council

7 Barnsley Borough Council

8 Telford & Wrekin Council

9 Hull City Council

10 Halton Borough Council

DMMO applications per mile of public rights of way

*

1.16

0.52

0.48

0.47

0.37

0.32

0.31

0.29

0.17



The Ramblers Paths in Crisis:  Ensuring funding cuts don’t stop you in your tracks

The Ramblers works to protect the paths, 
countryside and other places people love to walk.

We want to work with every council, on every path, 
to ensure we can all enjoy the simple pleasures of 
going for a walk.

To work with us:
Call 020 7339 8500
Email walking.environment@ramblers.org.uk
Visit www.ramblers.org.uk/pathsincrisis

The Ramblers’ is a registered charity (England & Wales no 1093577, Scotland no SC039799) and a company
limited by guarantee, registered in England & Wales (no 4458492). Registered office: 2nd floor, Camelford House,
87-90 Albert Embankment, London SE1 7TW.

10 councils unable to provide specific budget data on statutory public rights of way services 
(in alphabetical order):

Council Reason given

Birmingham City Council It is not possible to identify specific amounts for individual types of work
carried out in the Highway Maintenance and Management PFI Contract.

Blackpool Council Merged within Neighbourhoods/Grounds Maintenance budgets.

Brighton & Hove City Council Not recorded in accessible format.

Cornwall Council Not held in such a way that can be broken down to provide an 
accurate figure.

Knowsley Metropolitan Borough Included in overall maintenance budget allocation Routine maintenance
other Roads, and therefore no specific line is detailed specifically for PROW.

Leicester City Council Responsibilities are shared amongst a number of officers who undertake the
work commensurate with their other duties. It is therefore, not possible to
calculate the total cost.

Manchester City Council RoW in wider maintenance & Neighbourhood Delivery Team.

North East Lincolnshire Council No specific service budget allocation in contract with Balfour Beatty.

Portsmouth City Council Allocation of resources within the outsourced highway maintenance contract
is at the contractor's discretion and no breakdown is available.

Sandwell Metropolitan Work is carried out as required funded through the general highways
Borough Council maintenance budget.


