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More must be done to improve access 

to nature in England 
Cycling UK, alongside other organisations in the Outdoor Access Alliance, is calling for 

“public access to and enjoyment of the natural environment” to be included as a priority 

area in the Environment Bill, which returns to Parliament on 26 January. 

It has never been so important to enable more people to be active and connected to nature. 

Improved access to nature can help tackle some of the biggest challenges we face: from the 

climate emergency to rising obesity and the mental health crisis.  

Covid-19 has brought into even sharper focus the importance of enabling people to be active 

outdoors. This simple, free yet invaluable experience has helped many throughout the  

challenges of 2020. However, the crisis also highlighted the reality that, for many people, easy 

access to nature is far from guaranteed.  

In the most deprived areas of England, people tend to have the poorest health and  

significantly less green space than wealthier areas. It can also be more difficult for disabled 

walkers, horse riders and cyclists to access nature. We need to do more to ensure that access is 

equitable for everyone.  

The Outdoor Access Alliance is calling for two amendments to the Environment Bill: 

• to include “public access to and enjoyment of the natural environment” as a priority area 

for target-setting 

• to include public access in future environmental improvement plans 

See separate briefing for details of amendments. 

Current mechanisms for improving public access are 

not working 
Research by Cycling UK reveals that between 2010 and 2020, councils in England created on 

average only one new bridleway or byway every two years, highlighting a missed opportunity to 

develop traffic-free routes for cycling and horse riding. 

Of the 88 councils which responded to Freedom of Information requests (58% of highway  

authorities, covering almost 80% of England’s land area): 

• Only 24 councils (17%) have created (or upgraded from footpath) more than one new 

right of way per year for cyclists and horse riders over the past 10 years 

• 83% have created less than one per year 

• Two fifths of councils have not created any new rights of way for cyclists and horse riders 

Bureaucratic legal processes for upgrading the status of rights of way, a lack of incentive for 

landowners to upgrade them and under-resourced council rights of way departments combine 

to make it difficult for councils to proactively improve their rights of way networks. 

January 2021 

https://www.transportxtra.com/publications/local-transport-today/news/67455/new-outdoor-access-alliance-proposes-amendments-to-the-environment-bill-2020
https://www.cyclinguk.org/sites/default/files/document/2021/01/environment_bill_and_access_report_stage_briefing_final_2021012130173.pdf
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These data reinforce results from Cycling UK and OpenMTB’s Rides of Way survey of off-road 

cyclists, which found that two thirds of respondents cycle from their door using rights of way, 

and almost half say that the fragmented bridleway and byway network makes it difficult to put 

together a route. Three quarters of respondents believe the current rights of way system is  

unsuitable for current use. 

https://www.cyclinguk.org/sites/default/files/document/2019/02/ridesofwaycyclingukoffroadreport.pdf
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Hertfordshire stands out as having created many more new routes than any other council - 58 

over the past 10 years, more than double the next highest total. 

Half of all new routes were created by just eight councils (9%). 

In general, councils which had not created any new routes tend to be smaller and more urban, 

but there are also some more rural large counties including Derbyshire and Cornwall. 
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Exceptions to the rule 
Councils at the top of the table have proactive policies to enhance their rights of way network. 

Hertfordshire 

58 new routes created 

Richard Cuthbert from Hertfordshire County 

Council Countryside and Rights of Way  

department explained: “It is mostly  

connected to the sheer level of  

development in Hertfordshire, and our 

strong stance on winning multi-user routes - 

to cater for active travel as well as  

recreation, and mitigate the impact of those 

developments, through the  

planning process.” 

He explained that when land is acquired by 

developers, there is an emphasis that  

existing public footpaths should be  

upgraded to multi-user routes where  

appropriate, as this “delivers our duties to 

assert and protect rights for the widest 

range of users”. 

Devon 

23 new routes created 

Helen Clayton, Public Rights of Way Senior 

Officer at Devon County Council, explained 

that some of the rights of way upgrades are 

linked with new developments, but there 

are also other factors such as local  

improvement projects, and creation orders 

that were concurrent with extinguishments 

(to effect diversions).  

The most significant project is the  

development of the Pegasus Trail, a long-

distance bridleway for walking, horse riding 

and mountain biking, which when  

completed will form a 15 mile link between 

Dartmoor National Park and Cookworthy 

Forest. 

Bridleway on Dartmoor. Photo by Thierry Gregorius via 

Flickr Creative Commons  (CC BY 2.0) 

Railway trail near Hemel Hempstead. Photo by Gregory 

Williams via Flickr Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) 
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Local authorities have a duty to produce Rights of Way Improvement Plans and review them 

every 10 years, but there is no legal obligation—and in many cases, no resources—to deliver 

them. 

The examples of Hertfordshire and Devon County Councils demonstrate that prioritising access 

and making proactive changes can have a big impact, but these are exceptions rather than the 

rule. 

Prioritising public access to and enjoyment of nature on a national scale, and developing a  

strategic framework to improve it, could begin to address the inactivity crisis and enable more 

people to start cycling, delivering Government policy objectives. 

What can be done to improve access? 

“England will be a 

great walking and  

cycling nation” 

Gear Change: A Bold  

Vision for Cycling and 

Walking, 2020 

“We need to use 

this moment to 

kick start our 

health, get active 

and eat better” 

Tackling Obesity policy 

paper, 2020 

“Our aim is for more  

people, from all  

backgrounds, to engage 

with and spend time in 

green and blue spaces” 

25-Year Environment Plan, 2018  
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Cycling UK sent Freedom of Information requests to all highway authorities in England asking 

for the number of the following rights of way orders they had processed over the past 10 years: 

(Under the Highways Act 1980) 

1) Section 25 creation agreements for new (or upgraded from footpath) Bridleways or  

Restricted Byways  

2) Section 26 creation orders for new (or upgraded from footpath) Bridleways or Restricted 

Byways 

The tables below show the councils which responded. Download the data (Excel spreadsheet) 

Appendix 

Council Total created 

Hertfordshire  58 

Wigan 32 

East Riding 26 

Devon 23 

Shropshire 23 

Hampshire 21 

North Yorkshire 20 

Barnsley 18 

Northumberland  17 

Suffolk 17 

Kent 15 

Sheffield 15 

Wiltshire 13 

Gateshead 12 

Isle of Wight 11 

Dorset 9 

Norfolk 9 

Cheshire East 7 

Council Total created 

Lincolnshire 7 

Rotheram  7 

Bedford 6 

Cambridgeshire 6 

Somerset 6 

Surrey 6 

Bath and North East Somerset 5 

East Sussex 5 

Cheshire West and Chester 4 

Durham 4 

Leicestershire  4 

Bucks 3 

Kirklees 3 

Northamptonshire  3 

Flintshire  2 

Medway 2 

Plymouth 2 

Swindon 2 

https://www.cyclinguk.org/sites/default/files/document/2021/01/cyclinguk_rightsofwayupgrades_jan2021_0.xlsx
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Council Total created 

Thurrock 2 

Wakefield 2 

Warwickshire 2 

Birmingham 1 

Cumbria (exc Lake District) 1 

Derby  1 

Doncaster 1 

Herefordshire 1 

Nottingham  1 

Nottinghamshire 1 

Oxfordshire 1 

Sefton 1 

Sunderland 1 

Torbay 1 

Warrington 1 

West Berkshire 1 

Barnet 0 

Blackpool 0 

Bolton 0 

Brent 0 

Bromley 0 

Bury 0 

Cornwall 0 

Coventry 0 

Darlington 0 

Derbyshire  0 

Dudley 0 

Council Total created 

Halton 0 

Hull 0 

Knowsley 0 

Leicester  0 

Liverpool 0 

Manchester 0 

Milton Keynes 0 

Newcastle 0 

North East Lincolnshire 0 

Portsmouth 0 

Reading 0 

Redcar and Cleveland 0 

Windsor and Maidenhead 0 

Rutland 0 

Salford 0 

Solihull 0 

South Gloucestershire 0 

South Tyneside 0 

Southampton 0 

Southend on Sea 0 

Stoke 0 

Sutton 0 

Trafford 0 

Wirral 0 

Wolverhampton 0 

    

Total 442 

Average 5.02 


