Community Paths
A 10 step guide to improving public rights
of way in your community

www.devon.gov.uk/prow

This guidance note provides advice on the improvement of public rights
of way and countryside access. This advice is aimed at groups, individuals
and landowners who are considering ideas for improving access in their
communities, whether it be an improvement to an existing right of way,
or a new path, such as a link between two villages.
From the outset you should look to form a ‘working group’ of individuals to take
the project through to completion. It can be a challenging, enjoyable and
ultimately rewarding task! The individuals involved should be prepared for
ongoing dialogue with the landowners or their agents, local authority officers,
residents nearby and the wider community, statutory consultees, funding bodies
and the contractors who will carry out the groundworks.
The aim of this guidance note is to provide the information you will need to help
you to take forward local proposals to improve access. This may appear daunting,
and there is a lot of work involved, but the end results are always worth the
effort. Do not despair, we are here to provide support when you need it but
unfortunately do not have the resources to oversee every scheme in detail. If you
are willing to project manage your proposal you are likely to achieve results more
quickly and with more local ownership of the end result.
Please contact the Rights of Way Improvement Plan Officer who will be happy to
provide further advice and guidance on any aspect of path creation and
improvement.
Devon County Council
Rights of Way Improvement Plan Officer
Lucombe House, County Hall, Topsham Road
Exeter, Devon EX2 4QW
Tel: 0845 155 1004
Email: rowip@devon.gov.uk
Web: www.devon.gov.uk/prow

2

The 10 steps
1. Research

4

2. Outline plan

5

3. Consultation

5

4. Path status

6

5. Design

7

6. Consents

8

7. Maintenance

9

8. Funding

10

9. Agreements and works

10

10. Publicity

11

Case Study

13

3

1. Research: what information
is already available about
public access?
Information is available about the location of existing public rights of way and other
forms of public access at www.devon.gov.uk/mylocalpaths. This includes:
• public rights of way (footpaths, bridleways, restricted byways and byways open to all
traffic)
• cycleways
• permissive access
• Access Land and Dartmoor Commons
• Agri-environment schemes (Stewardship sites)
• location of ‘furniture’ (gates, stiles and bridges)
• gradients (steepness) of public rights of way
If you have no internet access then you can normally get free access at your local library.
Alternatively you could use an Ordnance Survey map but these will not be as up-to-date
as the website information. OS Maps are available to view in most local libraries. Devon
County Council can also provide you with mapping for use in surveys and research
relating to your proposal but you will be required to sign an agreement for this.
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2. Outline plan: what kind of
improvements can be made?
Decide what improvements can be made and produce a prioritised list for
implementation. Remember, improvements can be physical (improving the condition of
existing public paths or creating new routes that may, for example, improve road safety
or fill a gap to create a circular route) or can be about information (providing details
about where the access is in your area, for example, through the provision of a written
guide or parish noticeboard).

3. Consultation: what local
support will be needed?
It is important to be realistic about what can be achieved. Schemes normally progress
more smoothly where there is landowner and local support and an established need for
the proposed improvement. For example, has the proposal come out of a parish appraisal
survey, parish plan or local petition? Evidence of demand is important!
Is your parish already in the County Council’s Parish Paths Partnership (P3) scheme? The
P3 scheme is an initiative that encourages Parish and Town Councils to look after their
rights of way. P3 parishes use local volunteers to maintain and improve their paths and
will normally have a P3 co-ordinator within the community. If your proposal is in a P3
parish then it would be a good idea to make contact with your P3 co-ordinator. For
further details please visit www.devon.gov.uk/prow.
Identify landowners and establish whether they would support your proposal or whether
there are alternatives which can be agreed. Often the Parish Council can be a good
source of information about who owns which piece of land. Alternatively you can search
for details at the Land Registry (see www.landregistry.gov.uk) but there is a cost
involved. The Parish, District or County Council may be able to help with information
about land ownership.
Establish whether your Parish or Town Council and District / County Councillor would
support your proposal. If you are within the area of a National Park then does the
National Park Authority (NPA) support your proposal?
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Give some thought to the need for the improvement. For example, who would benefit
and how? Your proposal may, for example, make a route available for a wider range of
users, including horse-riders or people with mobility problems, or provide safer access
away from busy roads.

4. What are the options for
path 'status'?
There are two main types of linear access:
• Definitive This would be recorded on the Definitive Map and Statement (the legal
record of public rights of way) as a public right of way. It would also be shown on
Ordnance Survey maps. It would be permanent and created by a Public Path
Creation Agreement or Order. The County Council or NPA would normally be
responsible for maintenance of the surface and the landowner would be responsible
for keeping the route clear of overhanging vegetation.
• Permissive This would be created by formal agreement with the landowner.
Permissive access can usually be closed by the landowner with little notice. It can be
subject to local rules (for example, a landowner may not allow dogs to use the route
at certain times of year) and would not normally be shown on Ordnance Survey
maps.
You also need to consider what status the improved route could have:
• footpath (can be used by walkers)
• bridleway (can be used by walkers, horse-riders and cyclists)
• restricted byway (can be used as a bridleway but also with a horse and carriage)
• recreational trail / multi-use route normally available to walkers, cyclists and horseriders
Alternatively, you may be considering ‘area access’, rather than a linear path, whereby
people can wander at will over a defined area (for example, a recreational area).
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In general terms, if a path has ‘permissive’ status, the landowner is inviting the public
onto their land, and will need to declare this to their insurers. However the issue of
insurance and public liability should be discussed with Devon County Council or NPA at
an early stage. The County Council may agree to take on the public liability on a
permissive route.

5. What are the design
considerations?
The design of public rights of way is often quite basic and driven mainly by the proposed
usage and the landscape through which it passes. Clearly the route needs to stand up to
wear and tear whilst fitting sensitively into the surroundings. The surface could be left
natural, be constructed of loose stone, have a rolled stone surface on a geotextile base or
could be fully sealed with bitmac.
Path furniture (for example, gates) needs to be considered as part of the overall design.
The County Council advocates the least restrictive option regarding path furniture,
preferring in the first instance a gap, then a gate, then a kissing gate and then a stile (on
footpaths) as a last resort. This is in keeping with the ‘British Standard for Gaps, Gates
and Stiles’ and also the considerations of the Equality Act 2010. Of course, boundaries
will have to be maintained in a stock-proof condition if crossing pasture land.
You may also need to provide fencing as accommodation to the landowner in order to
keep path users and dogs to the line of the path and to keep stock off the path surface.
In addition, if passing close to residential property then landscaping and screening may
also be considered necessary.
There is good guidance on design from an ‘access for all’ perspective produced by both
the Fieldfare Trust and the Sensory Trust. These set out guidance on access standards for
people with mobility problems and can be obtained from www.fieldfare.org.uk or
www.sensorytrust.org.uk. Alternatively, we can provide further design advice where
required.
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6. What consents will be
needed?
The creation of public rights of way may require various consents (this depends on the
details of each individual case and we can give you further advice). Though not an
exhaustive list, consents may be required from:
a) The Highway Authority (this can include safety audits and other recommendations
such as the timing of any works to avoid busy periods).
b) The Local Planning Authority (either District or NPA Planners). If creating a
permissive route, the physical works involved such as surfacing or any engineering
operations may require planning permission. This will need to be budgeted for (in
2010 the minimum fee was £170 although this can be halved if the application is
submitted by the Parish Council) and the outcome is not guaranteed. Devon County
Planners may also be involved if part of a larger development scheme.
c) The District Council or NPA if hedgerows are to be affected or tree works are
planned.
d) The Utility Companies (gas, water, electric and telecom) will need to be consulted
to establish the location of any infrastructure.
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e) The Environment Agency if storing materials for surfacing works, working in a
floodplain or near a watercourse.
f) The County or NPA Ecologist and Natural England if the proposal is a protected
landscape (for example, a Site of Special Scientific Interest) or affects any notable or
protected species. This may affect how works can be undertaken and the timing of
works.
g) The County or NPA Archaeologist and English Heritage if the proposal affects
or is near any Scheduled Ancient Monuments or sites of archaeological interest. This
may affect how works can be undertaken.
Please don’t worry about the long list of potential consents required as the
County Council can provide contact details of the above and also further advice.

7. Who will maintain the new
path?
There will be ongoing maintenance requirements. It is a good idea from the outset to
establish who will be responsible for maintenance of a new route. We can provide advice
to you and to landowners about maintenance and liability issues, but as a general rule:
• If a definitive public right of way is created then the position regarding maintenance
is normally straightforward. The County Council / NPA will inspect the new route in
future and arrange any works required to ensure that the route continues to be easy
to use.
• If a permissive path is created then maintenance will depend upon what is included
in the permissive path agreement. It cannot be automatically assumed that the
County Council / NPA will take on maintenance responsibility for permissive paths.
Normally any fencing and accommodation works will be maintained by the landowner,
but in certain circumstances the Parish Council may agree to take on the maintenance
liability for these (especially if the proposal is for the benefit of residents of the parish).
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8. What funding is available?
• The County / District Council or NPA can provide up-to-date advice about funding
sources and help with applications for funding. We can also provide an idea of
current costs for various types of work. Remember that a bid for funding could
include an additional amount to ‘buy in’ a project manager to drive the scheme
forward. Devon County Council may be able to provide a financial contribution to
your scheme.
• Funding advice and fundraising ideas are also available from the network of countywide community and voluntary services (CVS). Local contact details can be obtained
from the Devon Association of CVS website www.dacvs.org.uk
• Is there any scope for local sponsorship or fundraising once an agreement is in
place?
• You may need to include the payment of reasonable legal and agent fees in any bid
(normally payable upon conclusion of an agreement).

9. How will the new path be
created?
a. Legal agreements
• Devon County Council or NPA can assist by drawing up legal agreements for new
public rights of way or permissive access.
• It can take a few months to get from the stage of drafting an agreement to getting
it into a final form that a landowner will sign.
• Legal fees (reasonable fees are expected for surveying / agent / legal fees) should be
budgeted for within the project finances.

b. Ground works
• So, you have your consents, you have your agreements in place – do you have a
contractor lined up to do the work? Whilst we are unable to give direct
recommendations, the local authorities may know of people who carry out this type
of work.
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• The County / District Council or NPA can help provide suitable specifications for the
construction and access standards.
• Your contractor will need the correct public liability insurance for the planned works
and we would recommend that they hold specific certificates for various kinds of
works. If they are working on or near the highway then they should have attended
an approved course concerning the requirements of Chapter 8 (1991) of the Traffic
Signs Manual. Devon County Council holds a list of approved contractors for work
on the public rights of way network.
• It is useful to be available throughout the works to deal with any unforeseen
problems that may crop up. An alternative is to secure funding to hire an
experienced project manager to oversee the work of the ground works contractors.
Another advantage to this would be that your project manager could liaise directly
with the landowners, nearby residents and wider community on a daily basis, quickly
dealing with any issues that may arise.

10. How will you publicise your
project?
• Congratulations! Your improvement is complete – but how are you going to tell
people about it? An official opening? Press release? Leaflets? Posters? Word of
mouth? Use your imagination!
• You may want to consider holding a ‘launch’ event to mark the opening of your
path. It is a great way to say thank you to those who have supported the project,
and a good opportunity to gain extra publicity.
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And finally... now that you have created your new path, remember to contact Devon
County Council’s Rights of Way Improvement Plan Officer to ensure that the path is
recorded in the appropriate way. This will enable the new route to be translated onto
other maps and plans, giving promotion to the path within the wider network.

Timeline
Depending upon the scale and complexity of your scheme, and the progress you make
through the consultation and planning stages of your access project, you should allow
anything from six months to a year and beyond for your project to be taken from the
ideas stage to being open and used by the public.
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Case Study
Creating a safe link for walkers between
Stokenham and Torcross
Gill Claydon, Stokenham Parish Clerk, recalls how the community took the
initiative in building a new mile-long path alongside the busy A379 between the
villages of Stokenham and Torcross in 2005, and how it has become a great
success!

The idea
The need for a safe footpath between Stokenham and Torcross had been on the wish list
of the parish for over 20 years and was further identified in the publication of the
Stokenham Parish Plan in 2004, a reflection of what the community had identified as
being important to them, as well as visitors to the area.
Initial consultation with Devon County Council indicated that creating a definitive public
right of way could be lengthy and complex in legal terms, as eight landowners were
involved. In addition, the County Council could not guarantee project management or
funding resources for the new path project at that time.

The landowners
An alternative was for Stokenham Parish Council to create a permissive path directly with
the landowners, based on local negotiation. To this end the Clerk of the Parish Council,
together with a Councillor, decided to approach all landowners involved to explain how
such a safe route would benefit the local and wider community. Four of the landowners
were local residents, known personally to the Clerk and Councillor and securing their
agreement was relatively straightforward, but the others included the Parochial Church
Council, Caravan Club and Whitley Trust (an organisation responsible for the local nature
reserve and Paignton Zoo) and thus necessitated more protracted negotiations.

The consultation
With the blessing and support of the four local landowners, the Clerk and Councillor
called a ‘social get-together’ with all landowning bodies to explain the proposal and
encourage those who were not yet on board. This meeting was a success in that it
secured the involvement of all landowners although those wavering put forward certain
criteria that needed to be met. These involved installing fences to ensure that walkers did
not wander, hedge planting that shielded houses along the route and a surface to the
footpath that did not interfere with the Nature Reserve.
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Case Study
The agreement
All of these concerns were understandable, and viewed as positive because a way
forward had been identified. An important factor to remember in this process was the
fact that each of these people were ‘giving’ their land on trust to the Parish Council and
we had to respect their wishes. Due to the fact that this is a permissive path each
landowner had to insure their property for people to walk it. The Parish Council had
agreed to cover any additional cost for insurance but all landowners reported that they
had declared the permissive path to their insurers, but none incurred further cost. Devon
County Council provided the template for the permissive path agreement documentation.

The build
By the spring of 2005, the Parish Council had all the agreements in place and thus
requested a willing and enthusiastic local resident to project manage the building of the
path. He liaised with the contractors, the landowners, the funders, the County highways
department and local residents. The contractors involved, importantly being parishioners
themselves, were enthusiastic about the path. They were locally employed and pulled out
all the stops to achieve completion of the path in the shortest possible time and notably
kept their costs to a minimum. Less than two months after it was started, the footpath
was opened in July 2005, in time for the summer season.

The contractors
By and large, local suppliers and contractors were engaged to build the path. This
included somebody with plant machinery to do the groundworks on the path, regrading
and surfacing with stone in places, and somebody to install the gates and fencing.
Wooden direction fingerpost signs were also installed at either end and the mid point,
showing the distance and destination of the path. The fact that the route was built using
local suppliers and contractors, working to a basic specification, helped to keep the price
down to £7,500. This is very good value for a mile of new path, and also reflects that the
specification was drawn up to maintain the distinct character of a rural field edge path.
That said, there could be potential for improvements in future, if deemed appropriate.

The funding
Much of the funding for the project came from the South Hams District Council-led (and
Heritage Lottery funded) Life into Landscape scheme, specifically aimed at improving
access, which closed in 2007. There was also support from South West Water, which had
recently installed a new pipeline, and some locally raised charity and community money.
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Case Study
The users
The path is enjoyed by many people, both regular local walkers as well as visitors to the
area. Some people are walking all of the mile long route between Torcross and
Stokenham, some just part of it, and in either direction. Others are walking between the
villages, to and from the caravan site, to school and back, towards the sea, to the pub, as
part of regular dog walking circuits, or as part of a longer ramble through an area of
scenic beauty. The new path has many benefits in terms of pedestrian safety, the local
economy, and the health and well being of its users!

The numbers
A people counter was installed on the path in 2008. A heat sensor counts people passing
a particular point on the path, and the stored information subsequently downloaded to a
laptop computer to form a day-by-day picture of how many people are using the path,
and at what times. This has recorded an average of 646 people using the path per month
for the period from October 2008 to March 2009. Of course, these are winter months
and the summer usage will be higher. This is particularly useful when looking to justify
spending money on new paths like this one!
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This Guidance Note has been prepared by Devon County Council and is based on an
original version produced in consultation with the South Hams Strategic Partnership by
Devon County Council, South Hams District Council and the Dartmoor National Park
Authority. Devon County Council would like to acknowledge the assistance of Keith
Rennells of South Hams District Council and the advice of the Devon Countryside Access
Forum (DCAF).
For more information about the work of the DCAF please contact the Forum Officer at:
Devon Countryside Access Forum
Lucombe House
County Hall
Topsham Road
Exeter
EX2 4QW
Tel: 0845 155 1004
Email: devoncaf@devon.gov.uk
Web: www.devon.gov.uk/dcaf
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