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Foreword 
 

Oxfordshire’s countryside, urban and rural rights of way and landscape 
contribute to it being an outstanding place in which to live, work and visit. 
 
Access to these provides significant economic, health and well-being and 
environmental benefits. Economic benefits come from spending on goods 
and services in the local area when people are on walks and rides, and 
whilst people are staying in local accommodation. Health and well-being 
benefits come from walking, riding and the many ways to actively enjoy 
the countryside and being able to connect with the natural environment. 
Environmental benefits come from choosing to walk or ride instead of 
using cars for short and longer journeys. Many routes also provide 
ecological benefits as green corridors allowing movement of wildlife and 
the provision of a linear habitat that is an intrinsic part of the Oxfordshire 
landscape.  
 
A well-maintained and connected public rights of way network, with 
information and improvements that meet the needs of users and potential 
users, offers almost unlimited potential for residents and visitors to enjoy 
all of Oxfordshire’s countryside and landscape on foot, by bicycle and on 
horseback.  
 
County Council finances are severely restricted and this is likely to 
continue over the life of this Plan. Despite this we will aim to manage the 
public rights of way and countryside access network effectively and 
efficiently, working with communities, farmers, landowners, partner 
organisations, volunteers and users.  We will also try to improve the 
connections, responsible use, and economic benefits of the network and 
work to adapt it to help limit the impact of climate change, and address 
the changing needs and demands of users, non-users and landowners.  

 

 
 

     
Councillor David Nimmo Smith 
Cabinet Member for Environment 
Oxfordshire County Council 
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The Rights of Way Management Plan and the Oxfordshire County Council 
Corporate Plan 
 
Oxfordshire County Council’s overall ambition 
is to deliver ‘A Thriving Oxfordshire’ through 
its Corporate Plan 2013-2018: 
 

 
The Corporate Plan has three strategic 
objectives and the RoWMP helps meet all 
three: 
 
Building a world-class economy 
Oxfordshire’s countryside, urban and rural 
rights of way and landscape contribute to it 
being an outstanding place in which to live, 
work and visit.  Many businesses and 
residents choose Oxfordshire because of the 
quality of this environment.  
 
Access to this landscape using the 
countryside access network provides 
significant economic, health and well-being 
and environmental benefits. Economic 
benefits come directly from spending on 
goods and services in the local area when 
people are on walks, cycles and horse-rides, 
and whilst people are staying in local 
accommodation. Properties in close proximity 
to green spaces can be more attractive to 
purchasers resulting in increased values or 
speed of purchase.  Improving the 
environment and access around workplaces 
can increase active commuting on foot and by 
bicycle, and give opportunities for healthy and 
stimulating lunchtime activities.  

Supporting healthy and thriving communities   
The use of the countryside access network 
has a valuable role to play in the 
physical and mental health of the people of 
Oxfordshire. The Rights of Way Management 
Plan aims to maintain and improve public 

access and open-air recreation, including 
walking, cycling and horseriding, for the 
benefit of all in order to help the people in 
Oxfordshire to live healthier and happier lives.  
 
Countryside access and rights of way benefit 
physical, mental and social wellbeing. Access 
to green space, through well planned and 
properly linked walking and cycling routes, 
enables people to choose healthy lifestyles, 
and improve mental health and wellbeing. 
 
In a county with an increasingly ageing 
population and large differences in income 
levels, some areas of deprivation and 
inequality gaps exist.  Countryside access 
and opportunities for walking can improve 
people’s quality of life and this is a freely 
available activity. The public rights of way 
network is a part of the Oxfordshire living 
landscape and the network forms part of 
people’s day to day lives – whether when 
walking their dog, exploring their local area or 
somewhere new,  or going for a family walk or 
ride.  The more connected and easier to use 
a network is then the more people will choose 
to use it and gain the health and social 
benefits.  
 
Enhancing the environment 
The Corporate Plan states that “We want our 
residents to get the most value from all 
accessible countryside and public rights of 
way in the county. We will work towards: 
ensuring the rights of way network is usable 
and accessible to all; helping people to 
understand and enjoy the network; increasing 
public and community engagement; meeting 
community needs by securing resources and 
funding from developments and grants”. This 
ties in to the development of a ‘Green 
Infrastructure’ Strategy.  The priority will be 
working with partner organisations, 
volunteers, community groups and local 
communities to protect the natural 
environment, and maintain the rights of way 
network as an important part of the rural 
economy.

 

“We want Oxfordshire to continue to be 
recognised as a great place to live, and as 
a county which combines the best of the 
past with a clear vision for the future. We 
aim to deliver the best outcomes for today, 
and for tomorrow. In working towards our 
overall ambition, we will deliver efficient 
and reliable services, and help people to 
help themselves.”  
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In terms of the levels of use of the 
countryside access network, the MENE 
survey found that: 

 Volumes of visits to paths, cycleways 
and bridleways have increased by 20 
per cent since 2010/11 

 68% of visits were to places within two 
miles of the respondent’s home (72.5% 
in Oxfordshire) 

 93% of the population agreed that 
having open green spaces close to 
where they live is important and  86% 
agreed that spending time out of doors 
was an important part of their life. 

 54% of people visit the natural 
environment more than once a week, 
and only 16% visit the natural 
environment twice or less a year 

 
Table 1: Types of natural environment that 
people use  
 England 

(%) 
Oxford- 
shire (%) 

Path/cycleway/ 
bridleway 

14 21 

Park in a town/ city 23 18 
Another open space in 
the countryside 

12 18 

A village 7 18 
Farmland 8 12 
Woodland 12 9 
River/lake/canal 9 6 
Implications: Oxfordshire is a south east county 
with much rural character. Linear routes and all 
greenspace areas are well used, as are small 
rural villages.  
 
Table 2: Distance people travel to enjoy 
nature and method of travel to get there 
 England (%) Oxford- 

shire (%)
Less than 1 
mile 

41 51 

1-2 miles 26 21 
3-5 miles 15 14 
 England (%) Oxford- 

shire (%) 
On foot 63 70 
Car/van 30 21 
Bicycle 3 5 

Implications: An accessible natural 
environment close to where people live or work 
is especially important in Oxfordshire. People 
tend to walk to where they want to go when 
visiting the natural environment, even more so 
in Oxfordshire. 
 
Table 3: Top 3 motivations for people to 
access natural spaces 
 England 

% 
Oxford- 
shire % 

Exercise the dog 48 48 
For health/exercise 36 30 
For fresh air/to enjoy the 
pleasant weather 

18 23 

Implications: Exercising the dog and 
deliberately using green spaces for health and 
exercise show the direct benefits of the 
countryside access network for many people.  
 
Table 4: Reason for not visiting the natural 
environment more often 
 England 

% 
Oxford- 
Shire %

Too busy at home 18 15
Too busy at work 26 13
Poor health 14 28
Old age 12 21
Physical disability 8 13
Not being interested 6 17
Lack of public transport 0 0
Concerns about where 
allowed to go

0 0

Lack of suitable places or 
paths

0 0

Lack of information 0 0
(All source MENE survey 11/12 Natural England) 

Implications: Poor health and old age are cited 
as the main reason for not accessing green 
spaces – yet these two groups could benefit 
greatly from this access. Easier and more 
pleasant to access green spaces, especially in 
company, and better communication of the 
health benefits could reduce these figures.  For 
those ‘too busy’ there can be multi-tasking that 
can take place whilst on a  countryside visit 
and time spent in the outdoors can lower family 
stress levels and may increase the amount of 
constructive ‘together time’ that a family has.  
At work taking a ‘walking lunch’ break in a 
natural space can often allow creative thoughts 
to flow and stress levels to reduce.
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Green Infrastructure 

Green Infrastructure (GI) in terms of 
countryside access includes parks, open 
spaces, playing fields, woodlands, 
wetlands, grasslands, river and canal 
corridors, public rights of way and 
unsurfaced roads. It needs to be planned 
and delivered at all spatial scales from 
national to neighbourhood levels. The 
greatest benefits will be gained when it is 
designed and managed as a 
multifunctional resource capable of 
delivering a wide range of environmental 
and quality of life benefits  for local 
communities. 

Why is Green Infrastructure important? 
Green Infrastructure can provide many 
social, economic and environmental 
benefits close to where people live and 
work including: 

 Space and habitat for wildlife with 
access to nature for people 

 Places for outdoor relaxation and 
play 

 Climate change adaptation - for 
example flood alleviation and 
cooling urban heat islands 

 Environmental education 

 Local food production - in 
allotments, gardens and through 
agriculture 

 Improved health and well-being – 
lowering stress levels and providing 
opportunities for exercise 

Green Infrastructure and economic 
growth 
Literature and case studies across the 
world show that investment in green 
infrastructure can act as a catalyst to local 
economic growth of an area through: 

 Increased investment in the built 
environment in the surrounding area 

 Attracting businesses and residents 
to the area through increasing its 
attractiveness 

 New developments contributing to 
increased local taxation revenue 

 Increased number of visitors coming 
to and spending in the area 

 Business expansion or start-up on 
the back of increased visitor 
spending 

 Improving the physical and mental 
health of the population leading to 
increased productivity and reduced 
medical expenditure 

 Providing an appreciable 
contribution, at lower cost than 
would be possible through grey 
infrastructure, to environmental 
management, such as alleviation of 
urban heat island effects, carbon 
sequestration, improved air quality 
and reduction of flood risks 

 Increase in disposable household 
income or business surpluses due 
to cost savings or lower taxation as 
a result of environmental and health 
gains 

 Growth in direct and indirect 
employment from provision, 
maintenance and associated 
services 

 Local multiplier effects of increased 
income and spending 

(Defra, 2011) 
 
Oxfordshire County Council is leading on 
the production of a county-wide strategic 
Green Infrastructure study and the aims of 
the RoWMP will be an intrinsic part of this.  
The district councils have produced linked 
plans such as the Oxford Green Spaces 
Strategy 2013-2027 and the RoWMP ties 
in to these too.  
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The extent of local rights of way and other access resources  
 
What types of resources make up the 
Oxfordshire ‘Countryside Access 
Network’?   
 
Access to Oxfordshire’s countryside is 
predominantly achieved through the 2,600 
miles (4,200km) of public rights of way in 
the county.  These public rights of way 
have evolved over many years, and 
continue to evolve today through the 
modification order and public path order 
processes. Public rights of way do not 
always meet today’s recreational needs 
because originally these and other 
highways were the ways used for travel 
and trade. Some of these ways evolved 
into the surfaced roads network and some 
of which stayed as unsurfaced minor 
routes, often just for walkers and 
equestrians.  
 
In 2013 and according to the status of 
public rights of way as recorded on the 
Definitive Map and Statement, walkers 
should be able to use 100% of the 
network, figure 1. Horse riders and cyclists 
should be able to use 879 miles, 1,417km 
(33.5%) of the network as bridleway, 
restricted byway and byway open to all 
traffic (BOAT), figure 2. Horse carriage 
drivers should be able to use 204 miles, 
330km (7.8%) of the network on restricted 
byways and BOATs, figure 3.  Motorised 
users should be able to use 48 miles, 
78km (1.8%) of network on BOATs, figure 
4.  
 
However all of these figures must be taken 
in the context of a sometimes disjointed, 
fragmented and obstructed network as, 
although it is similar in length to the county 
roads network, there is less connectivity 
between individual rights of way, and 
people in settlements are not always able 
to access a right of way to enjoy an 
environment   of traffic-free or quiet 
countryside. The main reason for this is 
because the roads originally used as part 
of a walking or riding journey are now 

busier and with faster moving vehicular 
traffic. Other reasons include some 
landholdings and estates that never had 
public access, and possible omissions in 
recording the first definitive map following 
the 1949 National Parks and Access to the 
Countryside Act.  
 
Even from a glance at the network 
diagrams it can be seen that the 
distribution and density of the network 
differs widely between different areas of 
the county and especially for the different 
user types.  Relatively small links or status 
upgrades could go a long way towards 
making the network more usable.  It should 
be recognised however, that nearly all of 
the public rights of way network passes 
over private land and therefore such 
improvements must be undertaken in 
negotiation with the landowner. The 
County Council will however actively seek 
to enable these links as and when 
opportunities through development arise or 
where landowners are agreeable to the 
necessary access to their land and where 
resources are available. 
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Fig. 1: Complete network of all public rights of way, available for walkers 

  

Paul.Harris
Typewritten Text
12



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

Fig.2 
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Other access resources 
 
Access Land: The Countryside & Rights 
of Way Act 2000 (CRoW) granted rights to 
walk on Access Land - areas of ‘open 
country’ and registered commons. Open 
country is defined as: mountain, moor, 
heath or down. Only downland and 
common land are present in Oxfordshire. 
There is no right of access to cultivated 
fields or other areas of ‘excepted land’ 
such as gardens, quarries and golf 
courses.  Access land is shown on up to 
date ‘Explorer’ Ordnance Survey maps  
and as local information on the 
Countryside Access Team’s webpages.   In 
Oxfordshire there are 455 hectares (ha) of 
‘open country’,  940 ha of common land 
and  463 ha of dedicated land. In total 
there are 1,858ha of Access Land out of 
the total land area of 260,595ha.  
 
Unlike on public rights of way, land owners 
can suspend access for up to 28 days a 
year. Restrictions and closures information 
can be found on Natural England’s website 
and sites will also display notices advising 
when restrictions are in place. The right to 
enjoy access land is only for walking or 
quiet recreation. Some sites require that 
dogs must be kept on a lead between 
March 1st and July 31st, or at any time 
when near livestock. 
 
Cycle tracks: Cycle tracks are the routes 
that often run parallel to roads or they may 
be a stand-alone route in urban or rural 
areas. They are not the designated cycle 
lanes you find marked on roads with white 
lines.  Cycle tracks are often surfaced with 
stone or asphalt to make them easier for 
year-round cycle journeys. The 
organisation Sustrans has created many 
cycle tracks where they form part of the 
National Cycle Network or local cycle 
networks.  Cycle tracks are not a category 
of highway that are recorded on definitive 
maps and are usually managed by OCC’s 
Highways Team and/or Sustrans. .They 
are however, shown on up to date 

Ordnance Survey Explorer and Landranger 
Maps. 
 
National Trails and longer distance 
routes: Throughout Oxfordshire there are 
a number of longer routes that enable a 
themed suggested walk or ride to be 
followed over a number of days or in 
stages. The two most important are the 
National Trails running through the county. 
The Thames Path National Trail is a 
walking route which follows the river for 
180 miles from its source in the Cotswolds 
through Oxfordshire nearly to the sea east 
of London. The Ridgeway National Trail is 
one of the oldest walking or riding routes in 
Britain and runs for 87 miles from near 
Avebury in Wiltshire through the south of 
Oxfordshire before crossing the Thames at 
Streatley and heading north along the 
Chilterns scarp. 
 
Other longer themed routes are usually 
accompanied by a leaflet or booklet with 
some also providing additional circular 
walks. These routes may also be signed or 
waymarked with special badges. Just 
some of those for walkers include:  
 

- Oxfordshire Way  
- d’Arcy Dalton Way   
- Wychwood Way  
- Oxford Canal Walk 
- Oxford Greenbelt Way 

 
Whilst riders and walkers can enjoy the 
Judges Ride. In addition the County 
Council promotes shorter walks and rides 
on the webpages: 
www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/cms/public-site/walks-and-
rides  
 
Green Lanes, ORPAs or white roads -
Occasionally you may come across other 
terms for ways such as ‘green lanes’, 
‘white roads’ and ‘ORPAs’: ‘Green lane’ is 
a purely descriptive term just meaning an 
un-surfaced route, usually between hedges 
or walls. A green lane might be of any of 
the four types of public right of way, or not 
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Figure 5:  The Oxfordshire Public Rights of Way and green spaces network  

Paul.Harris
Typewritten Text
16



 

 
 
  

Figure 6:  
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Countryside Access Team provides an 
interactive web map of access 
www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/countrysidemap  to show 
all rights of way and access land areas 
together with a switchable path gradient 
mapping tool, so that slopes along a chosen 
path can be assessed.  In time it is hoped 
that more accessibility information can be 
displayed on the map – such as path 
furniture (stiles, gates etc) and the surface 

type, and other non-rights of way access 
resources. This, combined with more 
access improvements on the ground should 
help to make longer routes possible. 
 
Figure 7 shows the relative accessibility of 
the county’s public rights of way and green 
space access areas over 5 hectares.  Maps 
of the five districts are in Appendix A.  

Figure 7:  
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Users’ needs and demands 
 
The Countryside Access Team has 
undertaken a wide range of information 
gathering and primary research in order to 
contribute local perspectives to the 
RoWMP, and also for the day-to-day 
management and improvement of the 
network. This helps us to consider the 
needs and circumstances of people with a 
range of expectations, interests and levels 
of ability, and includes both local people 
and visitors to the area. Some of the ways 
we have gathered information include: 

- Ongoing receipt of reports about path 
problems, through email, website and 
telephone  

- Focus groups and surveys to inform the 
first RoWIP and user surveys every two 
years since RoWIP1 was adopted 

- Developing the RoWMP by continuous 
discussion and liaison with key 
stakeholder groups, neighbouring  and 
local authorities, OCAF and 
professional access practitioners 

- Making use of national and local needs 
based research such as Natural 
England’s Monitoring Engagement with 
the Natural Environment 

 
What does this research tell us?  
Overall, from all survey sources,  there 
was strong and encouraging support 
for all aspects of the County Council’s 
work on public rights of way. Most 
suggestions were all centred around 
“doing more of what the service does 
already”.  
 
The top four suggestions for better 
maintenance and improvements are 
regularly:  
 

1. More vegetation cutting Users would 
like a greater frequency of summer and 
winter vegetation cutting, especially 

targeted on paths closer to settlements 
or on promoted/linking routes.  

2. Increasing path surfacing and 
drainage Users want easier surfaces so 
OCC needs to balance the benefits of 
surfacing path for users, especially 
families and lower agility people, against 
the risk of urbanising or over-managing 
the countryside. We also need to guard 
against conflicts on multi-use paths (such 
as between cyclists and walkers on 
narrow routes).  

 
3. Path protection Users say that OCC 

should be making access easier for 
people with mobility impairments; 
including wheelchair users, older people 
and families with pushchairs. OCC need 
to speed up the removal of obstructions 
and work with land managers to prevent 
ploughing problems. Litter is seen as a 
problem on many routes, as is dog 
fouling and the loss of green spaces as a 
result of housing and commercial 
developments. 

 
4. Access to information Users want OCC 

to improve this, as well as on-path and 
off-path signs and information. Many 
users say that they lack confidence and 
knowledge regarding their rights and 
responsibilities when out in the 
countryside.  

 
Importantly, all of these factors will affect 
the likelihood of non-users wanting to, or 
being able to, access the countryside 
access network.  
 
Oxfordshire County Council tries to meet 
these user needs as resources allow. 
The next section shows to what extent 
the Countryside Access Team manages 
the network and links to the second part 
of the RoWMP, the ‘statement of action’.  
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The extent to which the rights of way network is managed to meet the needs of 
users  

 
State of the network 

This section covers the practical aspects of 
managing routes on the ground, the 
condition of the network’s infrastructure, and 
how this affects users and non-users.  
 
The nature of public rights of way is that 
they are a dynamic and complex system of 
seasonal, regular and random, natural and 
man-made interactions so perfect 100% 
access cannot be guaranteed or really 
expected at any one time. Reasons for this 
may include for example, the right of the 
farmer to disturb the path under certain 
conditions, seasonal or cyclical vegetation 
growth, random third party impacts such as 
flytipping and vandalism, or elemental 
impacts such as flooding or earth shifting. 
 
Whilst the Council can and does aspire to all 
paths being open all of the time, in reality all 
it can do is to prevent and manage these 
impacts to the best that resources and 
technology allow. 
 

The Countryside Access Team has 
developed a comprehensive database of 
rights of way management information. This 
database allows the following information, 
Table 5, regarding the state of the path 
network to be detailed.  
 
Twice a year in spring and autumn, staff 
from the Countryside Access Team 
undertake a survey of 2.5% of the network. 
As well as recording condition information 
the surveyors also replace faded 
waymarkers, report hazardous situations, 
and undertake small scale clearance of 
stiles and fingerposts in order to ‘improve as 
they move’.  
 
Since 2008 the Team has used the 
Countryside Access Management System, 
linked to a Geographical Information System 
(GIS) which allows the records to be shown 
on a map, Figure 8, and north/south halves 
of the County at Appendix B.

  
Table 5: Snapshot comparison of OCC RoW network availability data, 2006 and 2012 
(Source: OCC Access Management System January 2006 and December 2013) 

 

 
2006 2013 

Paths 
easy to 
use 

63% of paths were found to be easy to use* 

 
76.7% by length of paths passed, 
81.7% by number of paths passed. 
 

*the ‘easy to use’ figure adopts the Audit Commission’s quality standard (BVPI 178, now 
discontinued) for position , furniture, signing, surface and vegetation. OCC survey 
methodology surveys a random 2.5% of network twice a year. Routes assessed 
according to definitive line, rather than alternatives used on the ground such as paths 
the ‘wrong’ side of hedges or bridges that are off line. 

Signing 89% of 5073 roadside locations were signed 
93% (5290) of 5711 roadside locations 
were signed  

Waymark
ing 

33% of ‘easy to use’ links would benefit from 
waymarking 

2013: 41.6% of easy to use links 
surveyed in 2013 would benefit from 
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40.6% of ‘not easy to use’ links would benefit 
from waymarking 

waymarking (total passed links 680) 
58.9% of not easy to use links surveyed 
in 2013 would benefit from waymarking 
(total links failed 151) (Total Links 831) 

Stiles 
85% of 4834 stiles were in useable condition, 
14% unsatisfactory, 1% dangerous 

67.9% of 4108 stiles were useable 
(Good/Fair), 13.7% unsatisfactory, 
5.9% redundant ,<0.2% Dangerous , 
c1% obstructed, 1% Missing  

Gates 
88% of 5784 gates were in useable condition, 
12% unsatisfactory 

73.6% of 7492 gates were useable 
(Good/Fair). 7.4% unsatisfactory, 6.3% 
redundant , <0.02% dangerous , <2% 
obstructed, <0.5% missing 

Bridges 
93% of 2050 bridges in place and in useable 
condition,7% unsatisfactory,  5% missing, 1% 
dangerous 

82.06% of 2247 bridges useable 
(Good/Fair). 4.8% unsatisfactory,  
0.6% redundant, <0.3% dangerous, 
<0.02% obstructed, 4.5% missing  

Surfacing 
408 instances of unsatisfactory surfaces, 8 
dangerous, 239 surfaces causing obstruction 
to passage 

93.54% of Surfaces easy to use 
(Good/Fair) 

Access 
improve
ments 

2001-2005 2006-2013 
 
 

 stiles decreased from 4999 to 4834 Stiles decreased from 4834 to 4108 

 gates increased from 5117 to 5784 Gates increased from 5784 to 7492 

 bridges increased from 1924 to 2050 Bridges increased from 2050 to 2247 
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Figure 8:  Snapshot of public rights of way surveyed between 2008 and 2013 meeting 
‘easy to use’ standard 
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What the first Oxfordshire Rights of Way Improvement Plan (RoWIP) achieved  

The consultation on the initial review of the 
first Oxfordshire RoWIP took place in winter 
2012. It contained an assessment of the 
achievements and shortcomings of the plan 
and its delivery and set out an outline 
structure for the second RoWIP. This section 
repeats the assessment information and 
summarises the implications for the Rights of 
Way Management Plan. 

The first RoWIP  and the annual delivery 
action plans focused on achieving better 
provision and improvements over and above 
the ‘day to day’ work of recording, protecting, 
and maintaining the public rights of way and 
access land network.   Despite the impacts of 
cuts and starting from a low base in terms of 
funding and staff, the authority, partners and 
members of the public managed to achieve a 
significant amount since 2006.  

More practical action by communities & 
volunteers - Over £300,000 Places for 
People funds allocated from the Trust for 
Oxfordshire’s Environment (TOE) built on 
OCC’s pilot scheme and which have together 
enabled over 60 communities and 
organisations to improve their access to the 
countryside and also help meet RoWIP aims. 
Funds were gained from Viridor, Waste 
Recycling Group and Grundon’s Landfill 
Communities Funding. The replacement 
charity TOE2 has access to the countryside 
as one of its three aims alongside 
biodiversity and renewable resources.  

Work with the two main volunteer groups, the 
South Chilterns Paths Maintenance 
Volunteers and the Cotswolds Voluntary 
Warden Service, has increased significantly. 
These two self-managing groups have 
helped us with our day to day work and have 
also been proactive in generating, 
negotiating and achieving access 
improvement schemes in their areas. Other 
groups such as the Ramblers, British Horse 
Society, CPRE, Oxford Fieldpaths Society 
and the Open Spaces Society have also 
helped with path work and path issue 
reporting. Some of these groups have also 
donated their own funds towards access 
improvement projects.  

A large number of local communities have 
produced Community-Led Plans, and access 
and rights of way have featured in many of 
them. There can be misunderstandings 
about the rights and responsibilities of local 
councils which is why the Service 
commissioned the production of the 
Oxfordshire Local Council Guide to 
Countryside Access in 2010. It was devised 
as a comprehensive information resource 
about the historical development of rights of 
way, roles and responsibilities, how to 
undertake improvements, the legal 
processes and key contacts.   

More practical action by Oxfordshire 
County Council – the RoWIP provided a 
framework to bring management and 
improvement of countryside access together 
in a more coordinated way with staff able to 
make use of external funding for 
improvement projects and new connecting 
rights of way. For example a road verge 
linking route at Ducklington used highway 
land to create a safer margin from a 
bridleway to a minor road. This used 
Oxfordshire’s Highways Team’s expertise 
and contractors but benefited from external 
funding. On new areas of downland access 
land, officers negotiated links to island sites 
with landowners or agents and secured 
funding for access point gates and signs 
from the government scheme.  

Secured financial provision – The first 
RoWIP provided the basis to negotiate 
significant public countryside access 
measures with major residential, commercial, 
and minerals/waste developments across the 
county which will be implemented over the 
next few years. These include sites at 
Barton, Ardley, RAF Upper Heyford, 
Wallingford, Bicester, Witney, Faringdon, 
Wantage, and Grove. For smaller sites 
developers work with the Countryside 
Access Team to provide for access 
improvements on public rights of way and 
greenspace areas and help their 
development site be more accessible by non-
car modes of travel as well as protecting the 
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line and amenity of existing rights of way 
across the site. 

Informed policies  - The first RoWIP helped 
to inform and steer the development of 
policies covering walking, cycling and public 
rights of way in the second and third Local 
Transport Plan. Other policies and strategies 
that have been able to benefit from the 
RoWIP are the Local Development 
Frameworks and Infrastructure Delivery 
Plans, emerging Green Infrastructure plans, 
rural and tourism strategies, and the three 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
management plans. 

Improved awareness and understanding - 
The RoWIP helped improve user, landowner, 
parish and councillors’ awareness and 
understanding by making our website better 
structured and updating content, including 
development of the interactive countryside 
map and the online reporting tool, making all 
walking leaflets downloadable and putting 
the definitive map and statement online. 

The RoWIP enabled better understanding 
across the authority and in partner 
organisations of how public rights of way and 
access to the countryside can contribute to 
better quality of life for residents and visitors 
– including running regular residents’ surveys 
and making sure the Service’s work remains 
relevant and of value to Oxfordshire’s 
residents and visitors. 

The Team has developed increased 
awareness of the rights of way network’s 
characteristics through being able to 
commission  spatial assessments of the 
network including connected and density 
mapping, and path gradient mapping.  

How did the first RoWIP fall short of 
expectations?  

Although Oxfordshire’s RoWIP won a 
national award for being one of the most 
innovative and enterprising RoWIPs in 2009, 
it has faced a number of challenges and it is 
felt that it fell short in a small number of 
areas: 

Funding has always been in short supply – 
from government as well as what the county 
council can allocate and it is recognised that 
such pressures will only increase over the life 
of this RoWMP. Although there is a statutory 
duty to produce and review a RoWIP there is 
no duty to implement it. This was a deliberate 
strategy by the government of the day as it 
was felt that this would encourage councils to 
innovate and seek alternative funding and 
partnership schemes.   Unfortunately this has 
meant that a number of the actions in the 
RoWIP, although deemed necessary to 
address issues in the assessment of need,  
have ended up not being able to be achieved 
as they relied on additional staff and budget 
to be provided to enable increased activity to 
be undertaken, including definitive map 
modification orders and maintenance work.  
Unfortunately external sources of funding 
cannot usually be used for these core 
activities.  Despite this, there have still been 
many improvements undertaken, such as 
volunteer groups replacing stiles with gates, 
which have had the added benefit of 
reducing the enforcement and maintenance 
work on those paths.  

Longer term planning and implementation of 
improved countryside access as well as 
better public rights of way at road junctions 
across the county and at key locations has 
not really been achieved. The RoWIP has 
influenced the incorporation of supportive 
wording and policies in the third Local 
Transport Plan and further work will need to 
take place to transform these into action on 
the ground.  

Fewer new rights of way and upgrades to 
existing routes put in place on the ground 
than anticipated. The expectation from 
participants in the development of the RoWIP 
was that new routes and upgrades would be 
a key benefit arising from this document. For 
the development planning work areas there 
have been fewer path improvements 
implemented by now because new 
residential and commercial developments 
take a long time to move through the stages 
from design to planning permission to build 
and occupation. Some significant new 
routes, upgrades and funds have been 
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secured from major planning developments, 
but most works on the ground have not yet 
commenced. This is because the 
development hasn’t started or the ‘trigger 
point’ of the development (that would release 
funds or require action on the ground), such 
as number of dwellings occupied or period of 
time after planning conditions met, has not 
yet been reached.   

It can be a challenging process to create new 
links or upgrade status outside of the 
definitive map modification, diversion or 
planning processes, and especially where 
there is no immediate or clear benefit to the 
landowner and no proven safety factor that 
might mean compulsory purchase processes 
could be used as a last resort. Communities 
and staff can come up against blockages 
which can cause frustrations with the legal 
processes or options that are available. For 
example one community has been trying to 
secure a safer family cycling route for years 
across marginal farmland in order to avoid a 
busy road. Although council officers have 
advised and helped all parties as much as 
possible, it has proven impossible to 
negotiate a solution – as a ‘quid pro quo’ of a 
diversion of the existing route and 
corresponding upgrade to allow cycling  
would likely not meet statutory tests for a 
diversion, and compulsory processes would 
probably not be feasible.  

Similar issues and conflicts can arise 
between negotiations for a logical connecting 
link between paths where there is a 
modification order for a route on a historical 
alignment waiting to be processed – as few 
landowners would be comfortable with two 
‘new’ routes serving the same purpose 
across their land. For cases like these it may 
be that only national changes to legislation 
can provide a solution or if the land use is 

proposed to change through the 
development planning system. 

Summary 

A report reviewing the first RoWIP was 
issued as a report for consultation in the 
winter of 2012. The comments received 
showed broad agreement with the review 
and support for the development of a 
replacement RoWIP that had similar overall 
vision but that placed more emphasis on the 
management of the existing access assets 
as well as their improvement. The full 
consultation document and review report is 
available at www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/rowip.  
 
The Rights of Way Management Plan aims 
to build on the successes and experiences of 
the first RoWIP. The following Statement of 
Action sections sets out how this is intended 
to be achieved over the life of the Plan. 
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Section 2 
 

Statement of Action 
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Achieving better countryside access through the Rights of Way Management Plan 
 

The first Rights of Way Improvement Plan was 
delivered in a  climate of high expectations, 
which encouraged aspirational outcomes and 
actions. Although no Governmental grant 
funding was provided specifically for achieving 
the aims of the plan, by working closely with 
the Countryside Access Team, local 
communities, volunteers and other 
organisations, and the County Council itself, 
were still able to achieve a great deal by their 
own efforts and making use of external 
sources of funding.  
 
Since the economic crisis of 2008 there has 
been increased scarcity of resources both 
within the public sector and volunteers. 
Promoting the network and seeking to improve 
the network’s quality and accessibility are still 
important however, as they contribute directly 
to the local economy, give opportunities to 

walk and ride instead of using the car, as well 
making a big difference to the local 
environment and residents’ sense of place 
and wellbeing..  
 
By working closely with other authorities and 
organisations, local communities, developers, 
volunteers and other stakeholders and 
partners it is hoped that we can bring added 
value to the rights of way and access network 
to evolve it into one that best suits local needs 
within the constraints on resources that the 
authority faces.   
 
An annual RoWMP delivery/ business plan will 
set out aspirations and programme of activity 
for the coming year and this will help inform 
performance plans, targets and reports to 
stakeholders. All information will be on the 
dedicated website: www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/rowip. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Vision Statement  

The Rights of Way Management Plan’s vision statement broadly reflects that contained in the 
first RoWIP and sets out the authority’s ambition: 
 
Vision: To record and maintain the existing public rights of way and countryside access 
network for all users and would-be users, and where possible improve the extent, facilities, use 
and understanding of the network, so that public rights of way fulfil their role as a vital part of 
life in the County.   
 
Aims:  
 

1. Public rights of way are recorded, protected, maintained and promoted. 

2. A public rights of way and countryside access network that adapts to balance the current 
and future needs of communities and users, farmers and landowners and the natural 
environment  

3. A public rights of way and countryside access network which is as accessible as 
reasonably as possible to those with limited mobility, vision or understanding 

4. Countryside access contributes to a thriving local economy and communities are able to be 
actively involved in caring for and promoting responsible walking and riding in their area. 
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i. Definitive Map and Statement 
 
The legal record of public rights of way is 
called the Definitive Map and Statement 
(DM&S) of Public Rights of Way. It is an 
important document that records the 2,600 
miles of public rights of way across every 
parish and town in Oxfordshire, plus those 
in the City of Oxford. In 2006 the DM&S 
was updated for the fourth time since 1949.   
 
Inclusion of a way on the DM&S is 
conclusive evidence of the existence of 
that right at the relevant date. The 
Definitive Map shows the location of public 
rights of way and also their status (i.e. 
whether they are footpaths, bridleways, 
restricted byways or byways). The 
Definitive Statement gives a description of 
the public rights of way, including any 
limitations, conditions or defined width. 
This legal record underpins the majority of 
the day to day countryside access work on 
the ground as well as improvements 
undertaken by local communities.  
  
The DM&S is looked after by the County 
Council’s Definitive Map and Commons 
Team. The Team keeps the DM&S and 
other associated documents available to 
the public, investigates applications to add 
new rights to the DM&S (modification 
orders), processes applications to change 
existing public rights of way or create new 
paths by agreement (public path orders 
and dedication agreements),  maintains 
registers of processes, and provides help 
and guidance.  
 
Availability of the Definitive Map and 
Statement 

The DM&S is available to view as a paper 
copy or at www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/definitivemap.  
 
Paper copies of the DM&S are kept at the 
Countryside Access Team offices in 
Eynsham and can be viewed during 
standard office hours by appointment (tel: 
01865 810808). Copies can also be viewed 
at the Reference Library in Oxford Central 
Library and at the Oxfordshire History 
Centre in Cowley. Each parish and town 
council has also been supplied with a 

paper copy of the DM&S covering their 
area. Extracts are also available at a 
number of district council locations as well 
as at some of the larger libraries. Details 
are available on our website.  
 
Electronic copies of the DM&S are 
available online at the website address 
above.  
 
Note that the record shows the position as 
at 21.2.2006,  i.e. the relevant date. Legal 
changes made to the network and the 
definitive map since this date (through 
diversions, extinguishments, creations or 
modification orders) will not be shown. 
However this information is available on a 
separate list and up-to-date information is 
available on our interactive web map at: 
www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/countrysidemap 
 
Flowcharts showing the outline processes 
for modification orders and creation 
agreements can be found in Appendix C. 
 
Modifications to the Definitive Map and 
Statement 

The DM&S can be altered if it meets 
certain legal tests.  As the County Council, 
we are responsible for maintaining an 
accurate record of all public rights of way in 
Oxfordshire. Anyone who has evidence 
that the DM&S is incorrect or incomplete 
may apply for it to be legally changed using 
a Definitive Map Modification Order 
(DMMO) application. 

  
DMMO applications are usually made to 
establish that rights exist which are not 
shown on the DM&S – either a public right 
of way is not recorded at all or it is believed 
to be at the wrong status e.g. as a footpath 
instead of a bridleway because horse 
riders have acquired rights. Sometimes a 
right can be deleted but this is very rare 
and hard to prove. 
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ii. Countryside Access Management  
 
Public rights of way are predominantly for the 
Oxfordshire County Council’s Countryside 
Access Team to manage in partnership with 
farmers and landowners, user groups and 
local communities.  Each of the Team’s area 
officers manages a defined area and a 
specialised small unit undertakes the 
majority of the maintenance work.  The 
Team’s role is to help people enjoy legitimate 
use of rights of way and ensure that all 
people and organisations involved with rights 
of way understand their responsibilities and 
are able to meet them effectively. Issues 
tackled on the network vary from simple 
signing issues, to complex areas such as 
providing access for people with disabilities, 
development control, public safety, or land 
management.  
 
The peculiar challenge of rights of way work 
is that generally, public rights exist over 
private land that is still ‘worked’ or farmed.  
This contrasts with country parks and 
greenspace areas where access is the 
principal function, or roads management 
where the road itself is the only land use. 
Therefore although the highway is legally 
vested with the highway authority (controlling 
as much of the land as is necessary to 
ensure the right of way can be exercised), it 
is necessary and desirable to work closely 
with land managers, users and local 
communities so that work is done in a spirit 
of goodwill and cooperation and that the 
exercise of public rights does not 
unnecessarily interfere with agricultural 
operations.   
 
As other sections in this document show, the 
network is in reasonable condition. The work 
the Team does to keep the network open 
and available includes: 
 
 investigating reports of issues and taking 

appropriate action as necessary to ensure 
paths remain open and available 

 removing excessive natural vegetation 
growing on public rights of way 

 providing and maintaining bridges over 
natural watercourses and ditches. There 

are over 2,000 bridges on rights of way in 
the county 

 signposting routes where they leave a 
metalled road and waymark along them 
where required. There are over 7,500 public 
rights of way signposts in Oxfordshire  

 working with planners and developers to 
protect and enhance access through the 
development process 

 considering, under the Equality Act 2010,  
the needs of those with mobility 
impairments when maintaining the network 
and authorising structures on the Rights of 
Way network and seeking removal and 
improvements to existing structures where 
it would be beneficial 

 providing information to assist users, 
visitors, landowners and others to manage 
and enjoy access. This includes the 
interactive web-based map  

 having due regard to protecting sensitive 
habitats and biodiversity in managing and 
improving access  

 providing financial contribution to the 
maintenance of stiles and gates. There are 
over 11,000 gates, kissing gates and stiles 
in the county 

 working with community groups and 
parishes to find local solutions to local 
challenges 

 offering free access advice and 
encouraging land managers & occupiers to 
make access easier on public rights of way, 
using BS5709:2006 as the standard sought. 

 
Managing and prioritising issues on 
the network 

Oxfordshire County Council’s public rights of 
way management functions need to centre 
on ensuring that a basic standard of 
provision is maintained across the county’s 
public rights of way network.  Where 
possible, Oxfordshire County Council will 
seek to add value to that basic standard by 
working to secure additional resources  and 
support and encourage farmers, land 
managers, local communities, groups, 
volunteers and individuals to improve the 
network for  all users.  
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The basic level of provision is that, as far as 
reasonably practicable and where resources 
allow, public rights of way and associated 
routes are not made impassable by natural 
or man-made features, or their absence. 

Where an issue is identified, Oxfordshire 
County Council will prioritise action to 
remove and resolve issues that impede or 
are likely to obstruct public access in 
accordance with the resources available. In 
order to do this an issue impact 
assessment(a) and a path categorisation 
model(b) will be used in combination 
alongside operational standards to enable 
decisions on relative priorities so the 
authority can make the best use of available 
resources. 
 
a) Public rights of way issue impact 
assessment 

Public rights of way issues reported to the 
County Council or identified through 
inspections will normally be assessed with 
regard to their impact. This assessment 
usually forms the main basis for priority 
setting, Figure 10. The impacts considered 
are:  

 Overall level of hazard or risk that the 
issue represents 

 The degree of obstruction, encroachment 
or inconvenience 

 The cause and likely duration of problem 

 The character of the route, its normal 
traffic and the route’s normal state of 
repair  

 The impact of the issue looking at the 
wider network 

 
b) Public rights of way categorisation 

Category 1    
 Routes used as key routes to schools or 

local facilities and that are used by many 
people for daily commuting journeys  

 Thames Path & Ridgeway National Trails 
and ‘corridor’ (the key routes that 
connect the trail to villages or facilities) in 
partnership with the National Trails Team 

Category 2 
 Key recreation or exercise routes near to 

settlements  
 Oxfordshire County Council promoted 

routes 
 District Council promoted routes 
 National Cycle Network route (non-

asphalt sections) 
 Oxford Canal Walk and corridor in 

partnership with the Canal & Rivers Trust 
 Named routes promoted and managed 

by a user group or organisation in liaison 
with OCC 

Category 3 
 The remainder of the network 

 
Path categories by themselves will not 
normally define the management of an issue, 
but they will assist in deciding on the relative 
order or action for similar priority issues.

. 

Figure 10:  A small number of examples of possible higher and lower priority issues  
 

 Accident/Incident where injury has occurred 
 Any matter that poses an immediate and likely high risk to the public e.g. hung 

up tree, subsidence, dangerous animals, broken bridge 

 Path recently obstructed/made impassable where no lawful alternative is 
available, or wilful action that prevents access to a PRoW 

 Local issue which generates significant concern/reports  

 Seasonal vegetation clearance on priority routes (see below)  

 PRoW infrastructure fault where there is no risk of serious injury 

 Path improvement projects, unless the project can resolve higher priority issues 

Higher

Lower
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iv. The role that key existing organisations play in countryside access 

The main organisations and their current roles are summarised in Table 6 – plus some 
possible options for how the relationship or role might be able to change in the future to 
maximise benefits to the public.  Importantly, individual farmers and other land managers will 
need to be included as they often play a vital role in meeting the access ambitions for most of 
these groups. 

Table 6: Key organisations and roles 

Organisation 
 
 

Current role with rights of 
way and Oxfordshire County 

Council (OCC) 

Possible changes over the life of 
the RoWMP 

Local 
councils 
(parish and 
town councils 
and parish 
meetings) 

 Many undertake monitoring 
and maintenance work on 
rights of way 

 Some also promote routes 
and provide maps and other 
local information 

 Some ‘path champions’ 
collate reports on path 
condition and issues and 
contact OCC officers to 
seek resolution  

 Work to combine existing rights 
of way representatives and other 
organisations with the new Parish 
Path Warden scheme to ensure 
full coverage across the county 

 Seek to add ‘value’ to the 
maintenance work that OCC 
undertakes as highway authority, 
possibly using parish precept or 
available Community 
Infrastructure Levy funds from 
local developments (see Fig.11) 

 Improve access and promotion of 
their areas by applying to 
external funding sources such as 
charities and Lottery 

District 
councils 

 Consult officers directly on 
planning matters that affect 
rights of way 

 Some undertake promotion 
of access and rural tourism 

 Manage own areas of 
countryside 

 Local Development 
Framework and policy work 

 Encourage contributions from the 
Community Infrastructure Levy to 
improve area rights of way in 
liaison with OCC and local 
councils 

 Greater coordination of 
improvements and volunteer 
working 

 OCC moving to more effective 
response to major planning 
applications 

Oxfordshire 
Countryside 
Access 
Forum (a 
Local Access 
Forum) 

 Statutory advisory group to 
OCC and other bodies 
about access to the 
countryside 

 Brings together 
representatives of 
landmanaging and farming 
interests alongside user and 
other relevant Oxfordshire-
specific interests  

 Taking more responsibility in 
promoting and increasing 
sustainable access to the 
countryside  - following other LAF 
examples  

 Acting as access ‘champion’ to 
encourage highway, transport 
and surveying authority to modify 
policy strategy and delivery 

Landowning’  Have to focus on  Include these access facilities as 
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charities like 
the Wildlife 
Trust 
(BBOWT), 
National 
Trust, 
Woodland 
Trust, Canal 
& River Trust, 
Sustrans and 
Oxford 
Preservation 
Trust etc 

management of own sites 
or areas to meet charitable 
objectives and as part of 
wider remit 

 Rights of way may be 
regarded as cross-site 
liabilities or integrated with 
site management for 
maintenance or ecological 
purposes 

 

a county-wide access asset and 
promote them 

 Increase joint working and project 
partnerships across boundaries 
to meet shared aims 

 Use rights of way and 
improvements as key 
connections to enable traffic-free 
access to the sites 

 Enable shared learning by users 

Chilterns and 
Cotswolds 
Conservation 
Boards and 
the North 
Wessex 
Downs AONB 
office 

 Protect the character and 
special qualities of their 
areas  

 Promote and support 
access, tourism and 
understanding in their areas 

 Produce management plans 
and policies that OCC has 
to take account of 

 A RoWIP should take 
account of the local 
distinctiveness, character 
and quality of AONBs in its 
development and delivery of 
access to the area 

 Continue all existing work 
 Increase joint marketing activities 

to support and develop 
sustainable tourism and 
contribute to the local economy 

 Help to deliver RoWMP 
objectives through own initiatives 

 Target grants to communities 
seeking access improvements 

 Encourage ‘Access for All’ so that 
people of all levels of mobility can 
use and enjoy the countryside 

 Maintain and increase volunteer 
work on countryside access 

National 
Farmers 
Union and 
Country Land 
and Business 
Association 

 Represent interests of their 
members and wider 
industry 

 Will promote best practice 
to their members 

 Assist with liaison between 
their members and OCC 
staff on specific issues 

 Encourage to think of access and 
local communities  positively in 
terms of small link creation and 
providing targeted improvements 
and facilities that could provide 
services and generate goodwill 
and revenue  

Oxfordshire 
Rights of 
Way 
Monitoring 
Group 

 Longstanding group that 
meets twice a year and 
receives six monthly reports 
from rights of way Teams 
on delivery of services 

 Provides forum for airing 
issues directly between 
groups and the Countryside 
Access Team  

 Links to OCAF and Local 
area RoW Forum meetings  

 Include issues and ‘horizon 
scanning’ in meetings 

 Combine normal meeting agenda  
with an occasional discussion 
workshop to encourage 
collaboration to solve a particular 
problem or address a current 
issue 

Local area 
rights of way 

 Meet twice yearly in each 
rights of way area. Bring 

 Include more forward planning  
and shared reporting 

Paul.Harris
Typewritten Text
36



 

 

meetings together local people with 
varied interests so local 
issues are discussed and 
solutions agreed on  

 Invite local community 
representatives where possible 

National 
Trails 
Management 
Group/ Trails 
Partnership 

 OCC hosts the National 
Trails Team. 

 National Trails Team 
coordinates the 
management and promotion 
of The Ridgeway and 
Thames Path National 
Trails 

 Extensive use of volunteers 
to maintain and monitor the 
Trails and circular routes 

 Review management of National 
Trails in line with Natural 
England’s review and the ‘New 
Deal’ strategy 

 Develop more inclusive National 
Trail Partnerships for both 
National Trails. 

Associated 
groups  

  Countryside access is 
currently a relatively 
marginal part of their work 
in cycle tourism, 
conservation, biodiversity, 
economy or health.   These 
groups include as CTC,  the 
Local Nature Partnership, 
the Local Economic 
Partnership, the Health and 
Wellbeing Board and 
Oxfordshire Rural 
Community Council etc 

 Increased understanding and 
shared working so these groups 
increase wider recreational 
access provision and 
understanding of landscape, 
farming and nature 

 

Natural 
England 

 Temporary permissive 
access was included in 
many agri-environmental 
schemes and this includes 
the areas of downland 
access land Support for 
Local Access Forum and 
partnership work 

 Provides majority funding 
for National Trails  

 

 Continuing support and guidance 
for National Trails Management 
Group and Trail Partnerships. 

 Promoting access creation 
through use of Common 
Agricultural Policy funds or 
schemes such as Paths for 
Communities 

 Commission and share research 
on use of countryside and health 

 Higher level support and links 
between partner organisations 

 Continuing support for Local 
Access Forum 
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a. Local Councils and neighbourhood/community groups – how their existing 
work or a new area of work could improve countryside access management 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Key contact for local issues – A group 

made up or local people can be the best 
single place for local people to report 
access issues to as it means that the 
group knows what is happening in their 
area and can use their local contacts and 
knowledge to take action when it can. It 
also encourages a sense of ownership of 
shared responsibility and pride in a local 
area. Local people can decide on their 
priorities through their Community-Led 
Plan or Neighbourhood Plan which can 
refine and reinforce community access to 
the rights of way network.  

 Survey routes and gather information 
– Local groups can organise regular 
walks or rides of their local rights of way 
by individuals or groups to both check on 
paths but also as a fun social and 
recreational activity that brings all parts 
of the neighbourhood together.  Using 
paths regularly means that knowledge 

about the route’s location and condition, 
and the state of the vegetation, stiles, 
gates and bridges etc. can be monitored, 
and problems identified at an early stage. 

 Assess issues and send to OCC or 
manage locally – The local group could 
assess what are the most important 
issues in their area and send these 
through to OCC. There would have to be 
a balance struck between the needs of 
the neighbourhood and the issues 
identified by all the other neighbourhoods 
in an OCC Field Officer’s area.  However 
there may be some issues found on 
surveys and reports that can be resolved 
at a local level by the group, perhaps by 
speaking to a landowner, householder or 
local business, without having to refer 
the issue to OCC. This might include 
overgrowing vegetation and repairs to 
stile and gates for example.  Other 
issues reported might be considered so 

Local council, 
neighbourhood
or community 

group
Assess issues 

to send to 
OCC or 
manage 
locally

Undertake 
additional 

maintenance 
using precept

Identify and 
undertake key 
upgrades and 
secure funds 
from planning 
applications

Promote best 
routes for 
locals and 

visitors

Survey paths 
and gather 
information

Key contact 
for local 

access issues

Figure 11: Activities 
and roles that could 
be undertaken – or 
are undertaken 
already 
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b. Parish Path ‘Wardens’– how this new concept could improve countryside 
access management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Local person checking routes 

regularly– A Parish Path Warden (PPW) 
living reasonably locally to an area and 
working through the Ramblers or other 
group is able to check routes regularly.  By 
undertaking to check all the rights of way 
in a designated area, problems can be 
spotted at an early stage and steps put in 
place at a local level before they escalate. 
More serious problems can be identified 
quickly and the appropriate information 
obtained so that OCC officers can 
minimise delays in resolving them, which 
encourages a sense of ownership of 
shared responsibility and pride in a local 
area.  

 Hand tool clearance of stiles, gates, 
and signposts – Carrying a pair of 
secateurs is one of the best ways to keep 
paths clear of stray barbs of bramble, 
especially around stiles and signposts. 
Another useful item is a cloth to wipe 

signposts and waymarkers clear of algae 
or mud. These are usual practice for 
walkers and riders on paths and no 
special provision or permission is needed. 
A development of this is to form working 
groups of volunteers to undertake smaller 
scale clearances using hand tools like 
loppers and bowsaws but these activities 
normally require training and insurance 
from an organisation such as the 
Ramblers, and authority to undertake 
works on the County Council’s behalf  
from the area Rights of Way Field Officer. 

 Photo-recording and measuring issues 
sent through by OCC – The PPW could 
be in a better position to be the eyes on 
the ground which reduces the need for 
OCC officers based centrally to drive out 
to sites to inspect an item for risk 
assessment and prioritisation.  By visiting 
the site and recording the item or issue 
with digital photography and taking 

Parish Path 
‘Wardens’

Local person 
checking 

routes 
regularly

Hand tool 
clearance of 
stiles, gates, 

and signposts

Photo-
recording and 

measuring 
issues sent 
through by 

OCC 
Checking and 

cleaning/ 
replacing 

waymarks and 
signs

Liaising with 
parish and 
landowners

Working to a 
volunteer area 

coordinator 

Figure 12: Activities 
and roles that could 
be undertaken – or 
are undertaken 
already 
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measurements and emailing these 
through it will enable the path warden to 
make a real difference in their local areas.  
This information could then be passed to 
the OCC officer or to the local community 
group as appropriate. 

 Checking and cleaning/replacing 
waymarks and signs - Replacing existing 
faded or damaged waymarker discs is a 
simple procedure and, although a 
relatively low priority for officers, really 
helps enable people to be able to follow 
the line of a right of way more easily which 
reduces the likelihood of trespass.  The 
PPW could be issued with a supply of 
waymarkers and this activity could be 
undertaken as part of their coverage of an 
area over a period of time. The same 
applies to replacing fingerpost plates and 
giving them a wipe over to enhance 
legibility.  

 Liaising with parish and landowners -  
All PPWs should have a connection to the 
local council for the area they are 
checking so that there is a shared 

awareness of what the issues are in the 
area. This does not have to be a formal 
arrangement and the warden doesn’t have 
to be an elected or co-opted member or 
officer of that council, but some councils 
already have such a person.  The warden 
could feed back what they find to the 
council and this would allow the council to 
consider the next steps that members 
would like to see.  There is also nothing to 
stop path wardens speaking to farmers 
they meet on the paths or making contact 
with farmers, landowners or householders  
provided certain guidelines are followed. 

 Working to a volunteer local 
coordinator – To be most effective the 
PPWs should have a volunteer area 
coordinator to help the individual PPWs to 
feed into and who could then be the 
principle contact for OCC. The person or 
persons may enable a standard approach 
to be taken and help to manage 
expectations and increase the flow of 
information.   
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c. Groups undertaking practical improvements – how their work can improve 
countryside access management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Self-insuring and technically 

competent – Depending on the level of 
work carried out, groups undertaking 
practical works on public rights of way 
need to be able to carry out their work with 
a minimum of risk to the public, 
themselves or the farming and natural 
environment they are operating in. Their 
work should also have limited need for 
OCC officer commitment.  There are long-
established groups such as the South 
Chilterns Path Maintenance Volunteers 
and the Cotswolds Voluntary Wardens 
which have performed this practical role 
for a number of years and who work 
closely with OCC officers.  New groups 
linked to user groups or local 
neighbourhoods and communities may be 
capable of emulating this work or working 
towards this, and this will generally be 
welcomed, providing there is an 
organisation behind the group that 
insures, trains and coordinates the group’s 

work, there are enough members to be 
able to undertake work, that there is a 
need for the work to be undertaken in the 
group’s local area, and that the OCC 
officer has capacity to work with the 
group.    

 Survey routes based on parish & 
community needs – Working directly with 
the communities and neighbourhoods is 
one of the best ways for a group to meet 
the public’s needs, especially if work is 
linked to community-led plans or statutory 
Neighbourhood Plans.  The local group 
can identify potential routes or individual 
paths to be worked on, survey the routes 
to identify what is needed, meet with the 
OCC officer to agree what they can do 
and to ensure the correct timings and 
processes are undertaken. Groups might 
also encourage wider sections of the 
community to get involved. 

 

Groups 
undertaking 

practical 
works

Self-insuring 
and 

technically 
competent

Survey routes 
based on 
parish & 

community  
needs

Negotiate 
agreement for 
improvements 

with 
landowners

Agree 
specification 
and line with 
OCC officers

Work 
undertaken 

adds to 
accessibility  

Accurate 
record 

keeping  and 
photo-

recording

Figure 13: Activities 
and roles that could 
be undertaken – or 
are undertaken 
already 
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 Negotiate agreement for improvements 
with landowners – When groups are 
confident and competent there is nothing 
wrong with them approaching landowners, 
householders and farmers directly to 
undertake improvement works on their 
behalf. This can be especially effective 
when a group member creates a 
relationship with an estate or property 
owner which means a greater number of 
improvements and works can be 
undertaken and there are efficiencies of 
scale for deliveries and access to the 
various sites. This type of work can also 
be attractive to external grant funders 
such as the Trust for Oxfordshire’s 
Environment (TOE2).    

 Agree specification and line with OCC 
officers - Before agreements are made 
the group should always liaise with the 
OCC officer to ensure that works are on 
the legal line, the specification and timings 
are reasonable and appropriate for the 
area, access to the site is agreed, and that 
on-going maintenance responsibilities are 
confirmed from the outset.  

 Work undertaken adds to accessibility 
– Any proposed changes to furniture 
(gates etc) should meet Equalities Act 
tests for reasonableness and 
BS5709:2006 standard. Although farmers 
with public rights of way across their land 
are not generally classed as ‘service -
providers’, it is important to assess the 

accessibility and the impact of the item of 
furniture when public funds are being 
spent. There is always a balance to be 
reached between controlling the 
movement of livestock, the terrain, and 
making the furniture as least restrictive as 
possible – and the OCC officer will be able 
to provide a professional opinion.    

 Accurate record keeping and photo-
recording – In order to optimise OCC 
officer time commitments to volunteer and 
community groups and demonstrate the 
value of these groups’ work it is vital that 
record keeping is good.  This will be the 
responsibility of the group to coordinate.  
A key part of this is taking digital photos at 
all stages in the projects - especially at 
path survey, when the works are being 
undertaken, and when the works are 
complete.  If the images could be taken in 
the same locations with the same 
viewpoint then this makes comparison 
easier.  For post-works publicity to the 
local community or wider media then 
images showing people working and using 
the paths are very good. Images are also 
essential to help funders decide on 
allocation of funds and they too need 
during and after shots for their records 
and on-going publicity. Lastly, any land-
owners who have given permission should 
always be thanked after the work has 
been completed and acknowledged in any 
media item with their agreement. 
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Summary 

This Rights of Way Management Plan sets out Oxfordshire County Council’s assessment, 
vision and aims for the management and improvement of the public rights of way and 
countryside access network.  The County Council will try to meet its responsibilities and, by 
working closely with other authorities and organisations, local communities, volunteers and 
other partners, it is hoped that significant added value and improvements can be achieved.  
 
An annual RoWMP delivery/business plan will set out aspirations for the coming year 
covering all service areas and this will feed into team and individual performance plans and 
reports to stakeholders. The content of each year’s business plan will be directly dependent 
on the level of resources that are available at that time.  All information will be on the 
dedicated web pages at www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/rowip.   
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Glossary of terms 
 
Access Land, 
Open Access 
Land, 

Land that has been mapped and is subject to the new rights of access, mainly on 
foot. Land is either Mountain, Moor, Heath, Downland or Registered Common 
Land – sometimes known as the “right to roam”. 

AONB Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty Oxfordshire has three  - Chilterns, 
Cotswolds and North Wessex Downs, each with their own management team 
and management plan.  

BHS British Horse Society 
BOAT, Byway Byway Open to All Traffic a highway over which the public have a right of way 

for vehicular and all other kinds of traffic but which is used by the public mainly 
for the purpose for which footpaths and bridleways are used. Waymarked by red 
arrows 

Bridleway Public Bridleway A highway over which the public have a right of way on 
foot and a right of way on horseback or leading a horse, but with or 
without a right to drive animals of any description along it. Bicycles may 
also be ridden on bridleways. Waymarked by blue arrows. 

BS5709:2006 British Standard Covers the specification for gaps, gates and stiles. 
BVPI 178 Best Value Performance Indicator BVPI 178 related to ‘ease of use’ of public 

rights of way. Ceased being a statutory indicator but still used by many 
authorities to measure the state of the network.  

Citizens 
Panel/ 
Oxfordshire 
Voice 

A panel of 3000 Oxfordshire residents run by the County Council that is used to 
gain an understanding of the public’s opinion on a number of matters. 
Countryside Access questions were included in the September 2002, 2006 and 
2008 Citizens Panel survey. Later surveys were internet based.  

Common Land Land usually held in private ownership but with certain rights of registered 
“commoners” to use it and with a right of access to the public on foot to most 
registered commons. Recorded in Commons Registers 

CLA  Country Land and Business Association 
CoAg/ 
Natural 
England 

Countryside Agency Government agency that lead on countryside access. 
From 2006 renamed Natural England and combined the land, access and 
recreation part of CoAg combines with English Nature and the RDS 

Countryside 
Access Team 

The part of Oxfordshire County Council who’s work includes protecting, 
maintaining, improving and promoting public rights of way and other countryside 
access resources. Close working with the Definitive Map and Commons Team 

CRoW Act Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 – part I established the new right of 
access to access land, Part II set out improvements to rights of way legislation 
(including the duty to prepare RoWIPs), part III strengthened laws about wildlife 
and nature conservation, Part IV dealt with AONBs and Conservation Boards, 
Part V contained the provisions to establish LAFs. 

Cycle Track A way over which there is a right to cycle, and possibly also to walk. 
CTC Cyclists’ Touring Club 
DDA Disability Discrimination Act (1995 and 2005) 
de facto 
access 

Access which is available on the ground, even though it may not be officially 
recorded.  

Definitive Map 
and Commons 
Team 

The part of Oxfordshire County Council wh whose work includes producing and 
keeping under review the DMS. Team undertakes DMMOs, PPOs, Public Path 
Agreements and also maintains statutory registers. 

DM&S Definitive Map and Statement Legal document comprising maps and written 
information, which records the existence of those rights. Other rights may exist, 
but may not be recorded. The DMS is not conclusive of the non-existence of 
rights which are not recorded. These may be recorded by means of a DMMO. 

DMMO Definitive Map Modification Order Legal order which changes the Definitive 
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Map and Statement if confirmed. 
Defra Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Government 

department whose responsibilities include rights of way. 
de jure access Access rights which are recorded legally (“based on law”). 
DfT Department for Transport Government department responsible for highways 

other than rights of way. 
Discovering 
Lost Ways 
Project 

Project set up by the Countryside Agency to research historic rights of way 
before the Definitive Map closes to historic claims in 2026. 

Diversion The changing of the route of a right of way on the ground using a legal order. 
ERDP England Rural Development Programme The ERDP comprises seven 

separate but integrated schemes designed to help rural businesses and 
communities protect the countryside and adapt to the demands of an 
increasingly competitive rural economy – includes Environmental Stewardship. 

English 
Heritage 

Government agency responsible for the historic built environment and 
archaeology. 

Environment 
Agency 

Government agency responsible for river management, waste management, 
pollution control and other environmental matters. 

Equalities Act 
2012 

Replaced the DDA 

Finger post A signpost placed where a public right of way leaves a metalled road. Shows the 
status, direction, and where appropriate the destination and distance. 

Footpath Public Footpath A highway over which the right of way is on foot only. 
Waymarked by yellow arrows. 

Footway A way set aside for pedestrians at the edge of a carriageway (a pavement). 
GIS Geographic Information System a computer system capable of assembling, 

storing, manipulating, and displaying geographically referenced information (ie 
spatial data). 

Green lane A common term with no legal meaning. A physical description of an unsurfaced 
track, often enclosed by hedges. The land may be a public right of way or may 
carry no public rights at all. 

Highway  A way over which the public have the right to pass and re-pass 
Highway 
Authority 

The body responsible for the maintaining of highways and keeping them free of 
obstructions.  In Oxfordshire it is the County Council. 

Highways 
Agency 

Government agency responsible for trunk roads and motorways. 

LAF Local Access Forum The countryside access advisory body established by the 
County Council under the CRoW Act 2000. Comprised of volunteers including 
land managers, users and other relevant interested parties. Oxfordshire’s LAF is 
known as the Oxfordshire Countryside Access Forum (OCAF). 

National Trail Long distance route supported by Natural England. 
NFU National Farmers’ Union 
ORPA Other Route with Public Access A non-statutory designation route shown by 

the OS on its Landranger and Explorer mapping. Generally includes unsurfaced 
UCRs. 

OS  Ordnance Survey Government owned company that produces and licences 
map based information. 

OCAF Oxfordshire Countryside Access Forum – see LAF 
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Document produced by OCC Countryside Access Team, December 2013 
 
General contact details:  
 
Oxfordshire County Council 
Countryside Access Team 
Signal Court, Old Station Way 
Eynsham  
OX29 4TL 
01865 810226 
countryside@oxfordshire.gov.uk  

OCC Oxfordshire County Council  
Permissive 
path 

Path made available through the goodwill of the landowner. It may be withdrawn 
at any time and the public have no permanent rights over it. Permissive Paths 
are not usually shown on the DMS or OS maps. 

Private Right 
of Way 

A right of way for an individual or any group other than the public at large. 

PPO Public Path Order Legal order which creates, extinguishes or diverts a footpath 
,bridleway or restricted byway. 

Public Right 
of Way 

A right of passage by the public over the highway for the purpose of passing and 
repassing and for incidental reasonable purposes. 

RA Ramblers’ Association 
Recreational 
use  

Using the rights of way network for informal enjoyment or exercise. 

Restricted 
Byway 

Highway open to all traffic except mechanically propelled vehicles waymarked by 
purple arrows. 

RoWIP Rights of Way Improvement Plan A statutory plan that assesses access and 
sets out an authority’s ambitions to manage and improve this access. 
Oxfordshire’s second RoWIP is called a ROWMP 

ROWMP Rights of Way Management Plan Oxfordshire County Council’s term for the 
second statutory Rights of Way Improvement Plan 

Spatial Relating to distribution, distance, direction, areas and other aspects of space on 
the Earth's surface. 

Surveying 
Authority 

The body responsible for the preparation and upkeep of the DMS. 

SUSTRANS SUSTainable TRANsport A charity that works on practical projects to 
encourage people to walk, cycle and use public transport. Also manages a 
national network of cycle routes. 

Tourism 
providers 

Includes tourist attractions, destination marketing organisations and tourism 
officers working for local authorities. 

Town and 
Village Greens 

Land which local inhabitants can use for recreation purposes 

TOE2 Trust for Oxfordshire’s Environment  A charity that aims to support 
communities and other organisations through grant funding to improve 
biodiversity, access and make better use of renewable resources 

UCR Unclassified Road or Unclassified County Road These are minor highways, 
sometimes surfaced. They are generally maintainable at public expense. 

Utilitarian 
routes 

Path which is used by people going about their daily lives e.g. used to get to 
school, work, bus stops and local facilities. 

Waymark A means of showing the route of a public right of way. Oxfordshire uses round 
plastic discs with the status of the route and an arrow to show direction. Usually 
mounted on a wooden post or attached to stiles, gates and bridges. 
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