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As Executive Member for Environment and 
Regeneration, it gives me great pleasure to 
introduce the Rights of Way Improvement 
Plan for Northumberland.
I believe that Northumberland has some of the finest landscapes  
in the country and rights of way provide the best means to  
explore and appreciate them. Our rights of way also provide 
opportunities for people to exercise, relax and enjoy our  
County’s unique cultural heritage. Whether you are a visitor to  
Northumberland, or a resident, our rights of way network can  
help you to enjoy Northumberland’s countryside.

For the public to get the most from the network of public rights  
of way requires that they are available and fit to use. Also, they  
need as far as possible to meet modern demands for recreation.  
This is a challenge, especially as much of the network evolved  
to serve the purposes of local people who lived and worked 
in the countryside.

Helping to meet the challenge is the purpose of the Rights of Way 
Improvement Plan. It aims to make the network fit for people’s  
needs by setting out policies and a programme of action.  
It recognises that the Council, working in partnership with other key 
partners, need to make practical improvements which reflect the 
needs and expectations of both existing and potential users.

Councillor Bill Brooks

Executive Member for Environment and Regeneration
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1. Northumberland  
 Rights of Way Improvement Plan
Introduction
1.1 Northumberland has an extensive and varied network of public 

rights of way, permissive access and access land which together 
provide:

 • Opportunities for physical, recreational and sporting activity 
• Opportunities to enhance personal well being and health 
• Access to services, school and work without using a car  
• Support for the tourism industry and local businesses 
• A local educational and cultural resource.

1.2 Northumberland’s Rights of Way Improvement Plan (RoWIP) seeks 
to ensure that such benefits are delivered to the widest possible 
range of groups and individuals.

What is a Rights Of Way 
Improvement Plan?
1.3 The requirement for the Council to prepare a RoWIP is contained 

in the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CROW Act).  
The CROW Act specifies that a RoWIP should cover three  
main areas:

 • The extent to which local rights of way meet present and likely 
 future needs of the public

 • The opportunities presented by local rights of way for exercise 
 and other forms of open-air recreation and the enjoyment of 
 the authority’s area with particular emphasis on footpaths,  
 cycle tracks, bridleways and restricted byways

 • The accessibility of the local rights of way network to blind or 
 partially sighted persons and others with mobility problems.

1.4 The RoWIP for Northumberland provides an opportunity for the 
Council, its partners and the public to consider the role of the 
rights of way network in the 21st century and to establish the 
means by which this may be achieved. 

How does the RoWIP relate to other 
plans and strategies?
1.5  The RoWIP provides an overview of public rights of way in 

Northumberland and sets out strategic objectives, policies and 
actions to improve access for the public and landowners.  
Other plans and strategies can help to fulfil the strategic objectives 
of the RoWIP and include:

Northumberland Local Transport Plan 2006-11.
1.6 The Local Transport Plan seeks to deliver within four priority areas:

 • Reducing congestion 
• Producing safer roads 
• Delivering better air quality  
 and 
• Creating improvements to accessibility.

The public rights of way network provides the means to deliver some of 
these priorities and opportunities for funding and the delivery of shared 
actions will be identified annually.

The Northumberland County and National Park  
Joint Structure Plan
1.7  The Structure Plan is the document that guides future 

development and the use of land and environmental protection 
within Northumberland. It contains a policy to support the 
recording and maintenance of public rights of way and the 
creation of recreational routes based on the network.

A Sustainable Community Strategy for  
Northumberland to 2021
1.8  The Sustainable Community Strategy seeks to ensure that 

everyone in Northumberland has the same life opportunities, 
is broadly satisfied with the quality of their lives and is able to 
influence decisions that affect them. To achieve this vision is a 
recognition that we must care for our environment which includes 
the network of public rights of way, cycleways, country parks and 
outdoor recreation sites. 

How was the RoWIP prepared?
1.9  The RoWIP was prepared in partnership with the Northumberland 

National Park and Countryside Joint Local Access Forum (LAF). 
The Forum has an advisory role in strategic access and recreation 
issues. It acts as statutory advisor to the County Council, National 
Park Authority and to other bodies on the improvement of public 
access to land in the County for recreation and enjoyment. 
Members of the forum include representatives of users of rights of 
way, landowners and other relevant interests.  
During the course of the preparation of the plan the LAF has 
offered constructive comments.

1.10 The Local Access Forum will continue to be involved in advising 
upon and monitoring the implementation of the RoWIP.

1.11 Consultation has been undertaken with user groups, landowner 
representatives, parish and district councils and members of the 
public. Consultation has been supplemented by research into 
the use and demand for public rights of way by residents of the 
county, day visitors and tourists.

1.12 The results of the consultation and research have fed into the 
preparation of the final plan which seeks to meet the needs and 
expectations of all parties with an interest in the County’s network 
of rights of way. 
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2.  A Vision for Northumberland’s Public 
 Rights of Way
2.1 The requirement to produce a RoWIP gives the Council a new 

impetus to work with partners to develop a strategic approach to 
the rights of way network to ensure it meets the needs of residents 
and visitors in the 21st century. Our vision is to manage and 
maintain a public rights of way network in Northumberland which: 

“Enables the public’s use of rights of way for 
recreation and purposeful journeys as well 
as promoting wider countryside access and 
contributing to the social and economic well being 
of residents of the County and the health and 
enjoyment of its local communities and visitors”

2.2 Based on the assessment of the network and the needs of 
users, Northumberland County Council will adopt four strategic 
objectives:

 • Ensure the network of public rights of way in Northumberland 
 meets present and future needs, is accurately recorded and in  
 a condition which enables legal use

 • Identify and implement improvements to the rights of way  
 network which will enhance its role in providing for 
 the recreational, health and transport requirements of all 
 Northumberland’s residents and visitors

 • Enhance the range, type and accessibility of information 
 available about Northumberland’s rights of way network for  
 local people and visitors

 • Work in partnership with interest groups to manage, enhance 
 and promote the rights of way network.

3. The Existing Network, its Legal Status 
 and Condition
Key Strategic Objective
Ensure the network of public rights of way in Northumberland meets 
present and future needs, is accurately recorded and in a condition 
which enables legal use.

Introduction
3.1 Northumberland’s network of rights of way reflects both the 

diversity of the County’s landscape and the historical use by the 
people of Northumberland for work, commerce, trade and leisure 
purposes. But now it needs to meet our present and future needs 
and aspirations to deliver lasting benefits for local communities 
and visitors to the County. 

3.2 The public rights of way network is 3094 miles in length, 
comprising 49% of the total network in the North East Region. 
Overall the network is in a generally good condition but there are 
problems on some parts of the network relating to: 
• Missing links & status anomalies  
• A fragmented bridleway network  
• Missing bridges 
• Deteriorating waymarking 
• Path obstructions 
• Poor condition of some gates and stiles 
• Poor surface condition

3.3 For those who wish to use and enjoy this extensive network of 
public rights of way these problems need to be addressed. Work is 
required to ensure that public rights of way are properly recorded 
and available to use. Constant work is required to address 
obstructions to rights of way, ensure the repair and replacement  
of surfaces, stiles, gates, bridges, signage and way marking.  
This chapter sets out how the RoWIP will address these issues.

The rights of way network
3.4 The network comprises four classes of public right of way: 

• Footpaths, over which the right of way is on foot only 
• Bridleways, which provide legal rights of access for walkers, 
 horse riders and cyclists  
• Restricted byways, where there is right of passage for all non 
 motorised users  
• Byways open to all traffic, carriageways over which there are 
 rights of access for walkers, horse riders, cyclists, horse 
 carriage drivers and motorised vehicles.

             county              services6



3.6 The network of bridleways is generally poor throughout the County 
and tends to be concentrated in particular areas. This limits off 
road recreational opportunities for horse riders and cyclists.  
The byway network is also fragmentary. Public footpath provision 
is generally good but enjoyment is reduced by gaps and missing 
links in the network. Opportunities will be taken when possible 
to enhance the existing rights of way network through diversions 
and the creation of new paths which offer public benefit. Similar 
opportunities exist to enhance the rights of way network through 
the dedication of rights of way by landowners (Appendix 1)

3.7 In addition to public rights of way, unsurfaced (green lanes)  
and some surfaced roads provide important links in the network 
particularly for horse riders and cyclists.

Policy EN1

Seek improvements to the rights of way network 
in areas which are poorly served by existing path 
provision.

Policy EN2

Improve the fragmentary provision of access for 
horse riders and cyclists on the public rights of way 
network and promote linkages which make use of 
the network of unclassified county roads. 

Policy EN3

Identify and address missing links and gaps  
in the network which will enhance existing  
access provision.

Permissive Routes
3.8 Private landowners will often provide permissive access which 

is a useful addition to the rights of way network. The Forestry 
Commission has developed extensive permissive access within 
Kielder Forest and its other forests in Northumberland. Following 
the conclusion of the Public Inquiry on the Otterburn Training Area, 
the Ministry of Defence is developing recreational opportunities 
on the Otterburn ranges linked to new open access areas. 
Northumbrian Water is a major private landowner within the 
County and promotes recreational access on many of its sites.

3.9 Countryside Stewardship agreements grant aided by DEFRA on 
public and privately owned land have created a large number of 
new permissive access opportunities. In 2006 there were  
sixty-eight stewardship agreements in Northumberland with  
an access component, most of which were subject to 5 or 10  
year agreements. (Further details are available at  
http://countrywalks.DEFRA.gov.uk).

Access to Open Country 
and Common Land
3.10  The public have had the legal right of access on foot to open 

country since May 2005. The Act defines ‘open country’ as 
mountain, moor, heath, down and registered common land.  
Maps have been produced showing the areas of open country 
which in Northumberland totals 115,270 hectares. The main areas 
of open country lie within the upland areas of the Northumberland 
National Park and North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (AONB). The Forestry Commission has dedicated  
50,640 ha of its estate in Northumberland as access land.  
The open country access land is reasonably well connected  
to the rights of way network and the County Council will consider 
the need for new network improvements.

 3.11 The Government has recently completed a consultation exercise 
on proposals to improve access on foot to the English Coast. 
The key outcome of the proposal will be the creation of a 
national “coastal access corridor”. Improving access to the 
Northumberland coast arising from the consultation will be a 
priority of the Council and Natural England during the life of this 
Rights of Way Improvement Plan. 

Other public open space
3.12 Public open space within the County helps meet the recreational 

needs of local people. In the majority of cases, this space is  
well integrated with public rights of way or permissive routes.  
The provision of public open space can be categorised into  
three types:

 • Sites with comprehensive facilities and permanent  
 staff e.g. Country Parks

 • Sites with limited facilities and seasonally/occasionally  
 staffed e.g. Nature Reserves

 • Other maintained open spaces, normally with no facilities

3.13 Country Parks provide a managed environment to make users 
feel secure and comfortable with clearly way marked paths in 
good condition, many of which provide “access for all”.  
The majority of country parks have visitor facilities including  
cafes, toilets and information. The Country Parks include:

 • Bedlington Country Park

  • Bolam Lake Country Park

 • Druridge Bay Country Park

 • Plessey Woods Country Park

 • Queen Elizabeth II Park at Ashington

 • Tyne Green at Hexham

 • Tyne Riverside Country Park

 • Wansbeck Riverside 

Table One: Northumberland Rights of Way Network as at July 2007

Number of paths Kilometres Miles % of network

Footpath 3503 3323 2064 66

Bridleway 998 1453 903 30

Byway 189 203 126 4

Restricted Byway 3 1 0.6 n/a

3.5 Table one shows the length of each class of  
right of way in the County.
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3.14 In addition to the Country Parks, Northumberland has a number 
of large houses with surrounding grounds that offer a countryside 
experience. These include:

 • Belsay Hall – English Heritage 
 • Wallington- National Trust 
 • Cragside - National Trust 

3.15 Other sites with public access include areas owned by the County 
Council and conservation groups including Northumberland 
Wildlife Trust and the Woodland Trust. The Council also manages 
a number of woodlands within the area of former coal working  
in South East Northumberland which are used for recreation.

Policy EN4

Assess the connectivity of the public rights of way 
network with visitor attractions and areas where 
there are limited restrictions to access and seek to 
deliver required improvements. 

Legal status of the rights 
of way network
The creation of Northumberland’s  
Definitive Map and Statement.
3.16 The National Parks and Countryside Act 1949 placed a legal duty 

on Highway Authorities to record public rights of way on the  
Definitive Map and Statement. The first Definitive Map was 
prepared between 1952 and 1954 by each of the old rural and 
urban district councils. The Definitive Map was reviewed and 
consolidated in 1963, and has recently been consolidated again 
and reissued in December 2005.

3.17 Geographic computer digitisation of the Definitive Map has 
improved its management and access by the public through the 
Council’s website. The Council has a new duty to keep a register 
of applications to record public rights of way on the Definitive 
Map. Details of applications have been included on the website

  Policy EN5

  Improve access by the public to information 
displayed by and contained within the Definitive 
Map and Statement.

3.18 The Definitive Map and Statement only includes recorded public 
rights of way and cannot include details of permissive access. 
Widening the information on permissive access together with 
the Definitive Map, however, would be of value to existing and 
potential users.

Policy EN6

Improve the promotion of permissive access where 
it enhances existing rights of way provision and 
additional use can be sustained.

Policy EN7

Assess the potential for developing and presenting 
non public rights of way access information in 
combination with the Definitive Map.

Addressing anomalies on the Definitive Map
3.19 The digitisation process identified alignment and status  

anomalies, which are categorised into six categories and  
prioritised for resolution: 

Priority Type of anomaly 
 1  Permanently obstructed and not reasonable to seek the 
   removal of an obstruction e.g. permanent building on site 

 2  Wrong status on map  

 3  Gaps and dead-ends  

 4  Used route anomalies 

 5  Redundant vestiges and duplicate paths 

 6  Others

3.20 In addition to the anomalies within the County, there is also a 
range of Definitive Map issues affecting cross boundary routes. 
Some of these are routes that continue over the border into 
Scotland, where the rights of way legislation is different, but a 
significant number lie within the area of the North Pennines on  
the boundary with the counties of Cumbria and Durham. The 
majority of the anomalies relate to changes in path status and 
dead-ends. Discussions are required with neighbouring  
Counties to seek resolution to these issues.

Policy EN8

Seek resolution of cross boundary issues and 
anomalies about the recorded status of rights  
of way.

Claims and Applications for Definitive  
Map Modification Orders
3.21 The Definitive Map is under continuous review with the objective 

of ensuring that it correctly records the network of rights of way. 
Applications to the Council can be made by members of the 
public to make modification orders to record rights of way or 
amend incorrect records and the Council has twelve months 
to make a decision on whether it will make an order. Where 
a decision within the timescale is not made, or the applicant 
disagrees with the decision, there is a right of appeal. 

3.22 In October 2007, there were outstanding applications for 
modification orders, and evidence discovered by the Council 
itself, which affect 141 routes. Many of these applications are 
likely to be contested and where this occurs, it can take at least 
two years between the making of an order and its conclusion. 
The Council will continue to prioritise its work to ensure that the 
current backlog of claims is processed, whilst also taking into 
account the capacity of the Planning Inspectorate and making 
best use of the authority’s resources.

Policy EN9 

Take action to prioritise and address the current 
backlog of applications for Definitive Map 
Modification Orders.
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3.23  The number of applications for Modification Orders may increase 
over the next few years due to the introduction of a statutory 
‘cut-off’ date of 2026, after which no more claims using historical 
documentary evidence from prior to 1949 can be made. 
Applications are expected from the public and through Natural 
England’s Discovering Lost Ways project. The Council welcomes 
the project, which will ensure potential unrecorded routes are 
subject to thorough research and subsequent submission to  
the Council. 

Policy EN10 

Ensure new applications for Definitive Map 
Modification Orders are normally prioritised where 
they result in the enhancement of the existing rights 
of way network. 

Condition of the rights 
of way network
3.24  Under the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981 and the Highways  

Act 1980, the Council has a wide range of statutory duties and 
powers to:

 • Protect the public’s rights to use and enjoy rights of way

 • Maintain the surface of most rights of way

 • Prevent the illegal closure or obstruction of any highway

 • Ensure that owners and occupiers of land comply with the law 
 so that paths over cultivated land are properly restored and easy 
 to follow

 • Signpost rights of way from metalled highways and provide 
 additional signs and way marks where these are necessary  
 along any paths

 • Improve rights of way, including the provision of seats  
 and street lighting. 

3.25  An assessment of the ease of use of the County’s rights of 
way network is measured each year through the Best Value 
Performance Indicator - Ease of Use for Public Rights of Way 
(BVPI 178). This provides a snapshot of the ease of use of the 
network with reference to a number of indicators that provide 
basic information on the condition of a path. This national 
methodology is designed to show the percentage of the network 
that is easy to use based on an annual sample survey and allows 
comparisons with other authorities. In 2006 – 2007, 350 paths 
(7.4% of the network) were surveyed, and the results show that 
72% of the network was easy to use (detailed survey results are 
reproduced in Appendix 2).

3.26  A range of issues relating to the condition of the network  
were identified by users during the consultation period  
for the preparation of the Plan. These included:

 • Path surfaces – drainage and other condition issues

 • Infrastructure issues – missing or inadequate stiles and gates

 • Missing bridges and fords in a poor condition – river crossings 
 which have never been present or are out of repair

 • Road and rail safety – rights of way which include dangerous 
 sections of road or dangerous road or rail crossings 

 • Erosion of riverside paths and coastal paths

 • Cropping and ploughing – failure to restore cross field paths 
 which are obstructed by agricultural operations

 • Signage and way marking – missing signposts from roads and 
 missing or damaged way marking along rights of way

 • Illegal use of footpaths and bridleways by motor vehicles 

 • User conflict – conflict between legitimate users of rights of way

 • Other obstructions – including tree planting, agricultural and   
 development work.

3.27  In respect of these issues, the following policies and associated 
actions are proposed:

Bridges and Fords
3.28 The absence of bridges and easy to use fords to cross rivers and 

streams both where one has never been recorded or where an 
existing structure is out of repair limit the use of rights of way 
either seasonally or all year. 

Policy EN11

Secure resources to provide bridges or fords at 
locations where their absence significantly impacts 
on use of the wider network. Priority will be given 
to the replacement of structures at locations where 
they have previously existed.

Cropping and ploughing
3.29  Cropping and ploughing frequently disturb cross-field paths 

in areas of arable cultivation in the County. Growing crops 
should not be allowed to obstruct the line of a path. Following 
the ploughing of a field, a landowner is given 14 days (or 24 
hours following a subsequent disturbance) to reinstate affected 
paths. In spite of Council action to enforce compliance with 
the law, reported problems with obstruction due to ploughing 
and cropping continue to be a significant issue in some areas. 
Increased focus in the application of existing notice serving and 
enforcement procedures is seen to be required.
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Stiles and gates
3.30  Landowners and occupiers need to ensure that their land is 

stockproof. Consequently stiles and gates are used as a lawful 
barrier on public rights of way. It is important that these are in 
good repair and to a standard necessary to enable the public to 
use the way without undue inconvenience. The Council will work 
positively with landowners to ensure that stiles and gates meet 
these two purposes. 

Policy EN12 

Take appropriate management action to address 
issues of obstruction to rights of way.

Erosion of coast and river paths
3.31 The loss of public paths caused by natural processes of erosion 

is an ongoing problem. Receding coastlines and changes to 
the course of rivers do impact on public rights of way and either 
prevents the public from using a route or leads to trespass on 
adjacent areas of land with potential adverse consequences  
for landowners.

Policy EN13

Take appropriate management action to address 
issues arising from rights of way affected by either 
river or coastal erosion.

Signage and way marking
3.32 Signposting from the public highway is present for around 

85% of the network. The County Council has traditionally used 
wooden signposts with destination and distance information. 
The use of wooden signposts is good environmental practice 
and is complimentary to the character of the countryside. 
Nevertheless, the signs are often not highly visible and, over time, 
the destination and distance information, which is routed into the 
signs, deteriorates significantly and does not meet the needs of 
people with sight difficulties. 

3.33 Way marking enables people to more easily follow a route and 
may encourage use by people who are less confident. Path 
junctions and moorland areas where landscape features are 
absent are suitable locations for way marks but they need to  
be sited appropriately. On urban footpaths way marks may  
be used more frequently with less adverse impact. Way marks  
are however subject to fading through exposure to the climate 
and suffer other damage, which makes replacement a  
regular necessity. 

Policy EN14 

Take appropriate management action to address 
issues concerning the state of repair and the 
condition of signage and way marking on the 
path network which are identified through annual 
condition surveys.

Motor vehicles and public  
rights of way
3.34  Byways open to all traffic and unsealed county roads are 

predominately used by walkers, horse riders and cyclists but can 
legally be used by motor vehicles. Some byways can sustain use 
by motor vehicles while others are prone to damage, especially 
by frequent use, or because of sensitive terrain. The Council has 
prepared ‘A Framework for the Management of Byways Open to 
All Traffic’ (see Appendix 3) which seeks to ensure that byways 
fulfil their maximum potential for balanced and safe recreational 
use subject to environmental considerations. Where the use of 
byways by motor vehicles is causing problems the Council will:

 •  Invite motor vehicle organisations to propose voluntary restraint  
 measures on the public right of way, which would avoid the need  
 for a permanent Traffic Regulation Order. 

 •  Consider making a temporary Traffic Regulation Order for six   
 months or an Experimental Traffic Regulation Order to enable   
 management measures to be implemented.

 •  Consider the need for permanent traffic regulation where other 
 reasonable options have been tried and failed or there are   
 concerns for public safety.

Policy EN15 

Facilitate legitimate use of byways by recreational 
motor vehicles where this is unlikely to cause 
surface or environmental damage, unlikely to 
conflict with the enjoyment of other users and is 
consistent with the County Council’s published 
‘Framework for the Management of Byways Open 
to All Traffic’. 

3.35 Illegal motor vehicle use (particularly by trail bikes) on footpaths 
and bridleways is a source of complaint by other rights of way 
users. Concerns expressed include the damage motor vehicles 
cause to the surfaces of paths and tracks and the danger they 
pose to other users. Areas where problems are focussed include 
the Cheviots, parts of the North Pennines, coastal areas near 
Berwick-upon-Tweed and some rights of way in the urban parts 
of the County. The Council will continue to work with the Police 
to highlight this issue, educate users and to take appropriate 
enforcement action.

Policy EN16 

Develop appropriate management approaches to 
address illegal usage of the rights of way network.
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Maintaining the rights of way network 
and incident reports management
3.36  The Council has a duty to maintain public rights of way. Path 

inspections are limited to paths surveyed as part of the bi-annual 
performance indicators, promoted routes and in response to 
reported problems. The Council carries out path maintenance 
(with the exception of some targeted paths) on a reactive basis. 
Landowners and occupiers who have previously obstructed 
rights of way through ploughing and cropping are targeted with 
reminders of requirement for action. 

3.37  The Council receives about 650 reports per year concerning the 
condition of the rights of way network, an average of 12 reports 
per week. Reports are received from members of the public and 
from representatives of recreational user group organisations 
based within the County and surrounding area. The Council has 
a duty to maintain public rights of way and acts on reports of 
problems that are brought to its attention. A priority is assigned 
to reports to ensure that Council resources are deployed 
effectively. The Council’s approach to maintenance of public 
rights of way is dependent on resource availability and this is 
a constraint on implementation of all proposals. Maintenance 
management criteria are therefore proposed to determine 
priorities for maintenance action:

Maintenance Management Criteria
Subject to resource availability, Northumberland County Council will 
normally prioritise its work to maintain public rights of way against  
the following criteria:

 •  Where public safety is compromised or can be  
  substantially improved

 •  Where public use of a path is high and/or the path is of major  
  importance within the overall rights of way network

 •  Where maintenance work will result in significant benefits to   
  those with limited mobility

 •  Where maintenance work will result in improved access  
  and connectivity to the wider network of rights of way.

Improving Path Surfaces
3.38  The quality of the surfaces of rights of way frequently inhibits 

use. However, surface improvement often requires the 
commitment of significant resources and it is possible only to 
implement a limited number of improvement projects annually. 
A number of criteria to assess requests for action are proposed: 

 
Path Surface Management Criteria
Subject to resource availability and having consideration for 
environmental issues, Northumberland County Council will normally 
prioritise its work to improve and enhance the surfaces of rights of 
way with regard to the following criteria:

• Where the existing surface is a cause of safety concerns

• Where the existing surface prevents use by a legitimate  
 category of user 

• Where existing problems are not of a temporary seasonal  
 nature consistent with the character of the path

• Where surface improvements will assist access for all

• Where surface improvement work will result in enhanced   
 connectivity to the wider network of rights of way.

Policy EN17 

Have regard to Rights of Way Improvement  
Plan objectives and criteria when prioritising  
action on reports from the public about the 
condition of paths. 

Conservation and Rights of Way
3.39  Rights of way are used by the public to explore 

Northumberland’s rich natural and cultural history.  
Nature conservation, archaeological and historic heritage issues 
will be considered when routine maintenance work is undertaken 
or improvements to the rights of way network are proposed. 
Where use by the public is demonstrated to have a significant 
impact on the environment this will be mitigated by appropriate 
management measures.

Policy EN18

Manage the access and rights of way network  
with regard to the need to protect and enhance  
the environment and biodiversity.
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Key Strategic Objectives:
Identify and implement improvements to the rights of 
way network which will enhance its role in providing for 
the recreational, health and transport requirements of all 
Northumberland’s residents and visitors.

Enhance the range, type and accessibility of information 
available about Northumberland’s rights  
of way network for local people and visitors.

Introduction
4.1 The majority of Northumberland residents place the highest 

value on rights of way which are near to their homes. For those 
living in the nearby areas of Tyne and Wear and for other longer 
staying visitors, requirements from the rights of way network in 
the County are substantially different. It is improvements to path 
networks around main countryside attractions and enhancements 
to promoted medium and long distance routes that are seen to be 
of greatest importance to these non-resident groups.

4.2 Investment is necessary to improve access by foot, horse and 
cycle around the urban areas and to reduce conflict with motor 
vehicles. Short, circular routes for walkers and cyclists should 
be established and promoted around both settlements and 
visitor attractions. Work is also required to gain a more complete 
understanding of the recreational aspirations of horse riders.  
The illegal use of public footpaths and bridleways by recreational 
motor vehicles is a source of complaint from other users.

4.3 Large parts of the Northumberland rights of way network are 
difficult to use by those with limited mobility and information on 
suitable routes is not readily available. Better promotion of the 
public transport system as a means of accessing popular areas 
for walking and improved information on recreational opportunities 
within the rights of way network would benefit users. Newly 
created routes, suitable for the widest range of users, should 
continue to be developed and promoted within the most scenically 
attractive areas of the County. In communicating information 
on rights of way, better use should be made of the potential of 
the internet. A large minority (around 30%) of Northumberland 
residents seldom or never use the rights of way network and work 
is required to ensure these individuals have access to necessary 
information and gain the required confidence that will encourage 
future use. 

The needs of users
The importance of countryside  
on your doorstep
4.4 A key finding from the Use and Demand Survey for South East 

Northumberland is that 70% of current users regularly use the 
rights of way network from home. Even when people do use a car 
or public transport to visit the countryside, 53% travel no longer 
than 30 minutes, and 83% under 1 hour from home. 
The GB Day Visitor Survey (2004) supports these findings. It found 
50% of people making countryside trips travelled under 5 miles 
and the average distance travelled was 18.7 miles. A number of 
Northumberland parish councils have however highlighted that 
they have relatively limited opportunities for walking in their local 
area because of small or incomplete rights of way networks. 
Relatively minor enhancements to the public rights of way network 
through the provision of missing links, infrastructure improvements 
or permissive access could significantly enhance opportunities for 
local recreation. 

Policy UN1 

Enhance the quality of public rights of way and 
other access networks around local communities.

Health and wellbeing
4.5 The link between lack of exercise and its contribution to poor 

health is well documented. In a report by the Chief Medical 
Officer, “At Least Five Times a Week: Evidence on the Impact 
of Physical Activity and its Relationship to Health (2004)”, it was 
estimated that 70% of people in England do not take sufficient 
exercise to maintain their health. The Department of Health and 
Sport England recommends that adults should undertake 30 
minutes of moderate intensity exercise five times a week to reduce 
the risk of cardiovascular diseases, strokes, some cancers and 
obesity. Walking is a particularly good form of physical activity 
because it can be easily incorporated into people’s daily routine, is 
inexpensive and requires no special skills or specialist equipment. 

4.6 The North East has the poorest health record for diseases 
associated with the lack of exercise in England, and has 
standardised mortality rates for diseases such as strokes,  
cancer and cardiovascular related illnesses ranging from  
10-20% above the national average. South East Northumberland 
has a particularly high incident of people suffering from poor 
health. There is clear potential for the County Council to work  
with partners such as Sport England, Primary Care Trusts and 
other Health Trusts to encourage more people to participate in 
walking and cycling to maintain and enhance their health and 
well-being.

Policy UN2 

Facilitate use of the rights of way network 
by Northumberland communities to assist 
improvements in health and well being.

4.The needs of users and access for all
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Tourism, leisure and public 
rights of way
4.7 Visitors to the countryside, many of whom use the rights of way 

network for all or part of their visit, make an important contribution 
to the rural economy through the money they spend in local shops 
and businesses. A recent study, which looked at the economic 
value of the North East’s protected landscape, assessed the 
impact of the nearly seven million visitors to the Northumberland 
Coast AONB and Northumberland National Park, as contributing 
£115 million per annum to the local economy. A study 
commissioned by the Countryside Agency (Economic and Social 
Benefits of Countryside Access Routes in the North East) found 
that the total spend by day trippers and tourists to and within the 
North East associated with walking trips alone is estimated to be 
£240 million per annum supporting between 7,000 to 9,600 full 
time or equivalent jobs.

4.8 Popular area destinations for visitors undertaking informal 
recreation include the coast, (especially between Berwick and 
Druridge Bay), Hadrian’s Wall, Kielder Water and Forest, and 
the Simonside and Cheviot Hills. In addition, visitors come to 
Northumberland to walk or cycle all or part of long distance routes 
including Hadrian’s Wall National Trail, the Pennine Way, Coast 
and Castles Cycle Route, Sea to Sea (C2C) Cycle Route and  
St. Cuthbert’s Way. Many towns and villages in Northumberland 
also draw significant numbers of visitors

Policy UN3 

Support the implementation of initiatives which 
will increase the value of walking, horse riding 
and cycling tourism to the rural economy of 
Northumberland. 

Current usage of the Network.
4.9 The Use and Demand Survey, undertaken in 2003, found that: 

 • 60% of resident households regularly use the rights of  
  way network;

 • The most popular activities are walking (80% of users  
  of the network)

 • 38% of tourists to Northumberland go walking and 11% cycle

 • Over a fifth of users regularly used the network for  
  dog walking (23%)

 • 43% of households of both residents and day visitors who go 
  cycling did so at least once in the previous year, 38% cycle at 
  least monthly or more and 4% of individuals cycled daily

 • 11% of residents and 7% day visitors go horse riding with 2%  
  of residents riding daily. 3% of tourists to the County also  
  horse ride

 • A significant number of local residents use the network for 
  purposeful journeys including travel to work, school and  
  local services.

4.10  Length of trip: 

The majority of countryside recreation trips are relatively short 
with around 82% lasting between 1-2 hours. A small proportion 
(9%) of countryside trips are over 4 hours in length. 

4.11  Sources of information:

Local knowledge of an area is very important with 74% of 
respondents relying on this for their awareness of local access 
opportunities. Other important sources of information include O.S 
maps (9%) and personal recommendation (9%). Day visitors also 
see leaflets and signage as useful information sources.

4.12  Main purpose of countryside recreation:

  Three main motivations for people to participate in countryside 
recreation is exercise (43%), relaxation (29%) and exercising 
animals (24%). 

Utilitarian journeys - sustainable 
travel and public rights of way
4.13  The Government’s Transport White Paper “A New Deal for 

Transport; Better Deal for Everyone” set the policy framework 
which emphasised integrated transport planning to reduce 
car dependency and promote sustainable alternatives, linking 
transport, health and the environment. This has been a guiding 
principle for the development of Local Transport Plans and 
Planning Policy and is reflected in Northumberland’s own Local 
Transport Plan (LTP). 

4.14  The importance of ensuring that green space and local services 
are well connected to safe walking and cycling routes, as part  
of the development of sustainable communities, is highlighted in 
the Northumberland Local Transport Plan’s Cycling and Walking 
Strategies. The Cycling Strategy aims to maximise the role of 
cycling as a transport mode for utility, leisure and tourist journeys, 
as a means of reducing congestion and pollution and increasing 
health benefits. Northumberland’s Walking Strategy emphasises 
the ‘importance of a safe environment for journeys on foot and  
its potential to improve the health of the population’. The rights  
of way network is a key mechanism for helping to deliver  
these aspirations.

4.15  The 2001 Census showed that in the County 11.4% of those in 
employment walked to work, and a further 1.6% cycled to work. 
The Use and Demand Survey, which largely focused on the urban 
parts of Northumberland and Newcastle and North Tyneside, 
recorded a higher level of utilitarian walking or cycling journeys. 
Of those surveyed, 17% walked or cycled to work, 75% to a 
place of education and 71% to the shops.

4.16  A number of areas of investment may encourage additional 
utilitarian journeys to be undertaken without recourse to a motor 
vehicle. These include the provision of sealed path surfaces, 
improved lighting, safe road crossings for pedestrians and 
cyclists and measures to improve the safety of cyclists on the 
main highway which may include reducing motor vehicle speeds.

Policy UN4 

Improve and enhance the traffic free rights of way 
network around urban areas to increase the use  
of sustainable transport for accessing work, 
schools and services. 

Policy UN5  

Ensure improvements in standards of safety  
where paths cross the road and rail network.
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Recreational Walking
4.17 Walking is by far the most popular form of physical activity carried 

out for leisure purposes. An ICM research survey in February 
2000 showed that 77% of UK adults walk for pleasure at least 
once a month. 

4.18 Walking appeals to a wide range of different users, from those 
routinely exercising their dogs to those who enjoy a challenging 
walk across open country. Around 60% of all walks are under 
5 miles long and responses from users and tourism businesses 
highlight a significant demand for circular walks of around 4-5 
miles in length from settlements.

Recreational Cycling
4.19 Recreational cycling has long been popular and the development 

of mountain biking in recent years has enabled far greater cycle 
access on the public bridleway and forest trail networks.

4.20 For off road cycling, cyclists require reasonably hard and smooth 
(but not necessarily sealed) surfaces. Paths should be  
of adequate width for cyclists to pass one another and other 
users comfortably. Keen mountain bikers often want the challenge 
of purpose built single track routes and the Forestry Commission 
is developing a range of such routes in Kielder Forest.

4.21 More experienced cyclists devise their own cycle rides using 
a mix of quiet roads and public rights of way. Families and 
occasional cyclists, however, are encouraged by the availability 
of promoted routes where information on route surfaces and 
gradients is provided. 

Policy UN 6 

Explore the potential for creating short family 
orientated cycle routes using traffic free routes 
and quiet lanes from settlements and main visitor 
destinations.

Horse riders and Carriage drivers
4.22 Horse riding is of growing popularity and there are a large and 

increasing number of livery stables and riding schools throughout 
the County. A survey of Northumberland British Horse Society 
(BHS) members highlighted that 85% of riders ride several 
times a week and 80% of these rides were of less than 2 hours 
duration. In response to questions on where they exercised their 
horses, 51% used a combination of local routes and outdoor 
arenas. Of those using local routes, 74% used a combination of 
roads and local rights of way and 12% used only roads. Clearly, 
unclassified roads and byways are important for horse riders  
and need to be fit to use.

4.23 Carriage driving is a more specialised and less popular activity 
and network opportunities have been limited to byways open 
to all traffic in Northumberland. With the commencement of the 
Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 restricted 
byways may increase as a percentage of the network and provide 
new opportunities for carriage drivers as well as horse riders. 

4.24 Consultation with the BHS and other horse riders has highlighted 
several key needs for this group. These include:

 • The establishment of traffic free circular routes between 2-8 
 miles long close to the main areas where horses are kept

 • Structures such as gates on bridleways should be installed and 
 maintained in a condition which enables them to be used without 
 requiring the rider to dismount

 • Surfaces of bridleways should be well drained, free of sharp 
 stones and with no overhanging vegetation. Bridge surfaces 
 should not be slippery and should offer perimeter protection  
 to horses’ hooves

•  Traffic free routes within roadside verges should be established 
 where these can provide linkages between settlements or with 
 the bridleway network.

4.25 Horse riding has the potential to be an increasingly important 
recreational activity and research indicates that the equestrian 
industry is already an important contributor to the rural economy. 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/rural/horses/topics/strategy.htm 
Further work is required to establish how best to meet the needs 
of horse riders, and it is proposed that a Horse Riding Strategy is 
prepared for Northumberland to look at the requirements of this 
group of users in greater detail and the potential of the bridleway 
network to better meet identified needs.

Policy UN7 

Respond to the growing popularity of horse riding 
by undertaking further work to understand user’s 
needs and develop appropriate management 
action. 

Off Road Motor Vehicle Users
4.26 Mechanically propelled vehicles, which mainly include four wheel 

drive vehicles and motorbikes, may legitimately use byways open 
to all traffic and unsealed county roads. Where possible, the 
Council will seek to ensure that the legal network can be used by 
mechanically propelled vehicle where such use can be sustained 
without significant surface or environmental damage or conflict 
with other users. The Council’s approach to the use of byways  
is set out in section 3.34 above.

Access for All
4.27 The recreational opportunities provided by public rights of way 

are not equally available to all groups in society. Disabled people 
in particular may find difficulty in using rights of way. Older 
people and those with poor physical mobility may have difficulty 
negotiating some structures on paths but may otherwise be 
capable of enjoying a walk, ride or cycle.

4.28 The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 requires the Council 
to assess the accessibility of local rights of way for people with 
disabilities (including blind or partially sighted persons) when 
preparing the Rights of Way Improvement Plan. Section 69 of 
the Act also places a duty on highway authorities to have regard 
to the needs of people with mobility problems when authorising 
the erection of barriers on footpaths or bridleways. The Disability 
Discrimination Act 2005 extends the duties of the Council with 
regard to disability issues to its functions as well as its provision 
of services. It will also be important to ensure that the use of 
public rights of way by elderly people and others with mobility 
problems is not unreasonably prevented.

Facilitating countryside access for 
people with mobility difficulties
4.29 A draft Access for All Strategy has been prepared as part of the 

Rights of Way Improvement Plan. This Strategy seeks to deliver 
the following objective:

Statement of Intent on Access for All
Northumberland County Council will work towards improving access  
to the countryside for a wider range of users, in particular people 
without a car and those with disabilities. The Council will work 
towards policies and procedures that make opportunities to enjoy the 
countryside available to all residents and visitors, so that physical and 
intellectual capabilities, income level, gender, age or race should not  
be a barrier to participation.
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4.30  Given the extensive path network in Northumberland, and the 
remote and challenging nature of some parts of its landscape, 
it is important that the Strategy be implemented in a targeted 
manner. An access audit of the network is required to gain an 
understanding of the existing level of suitability and to identify  
the areas where improvements will provide the greatest benefits.

4.31  The County Council will seek to keep the number of newly 
authorised structures erected on the local rights of way network 
to a minimum, consistent with good husbandry and public 
safety. Where new or replacement structures are required, the 
least restrictive, effective option available will be selected for 
implementation. Appropriate assistance will be made available  
to landowners to facilitate accessibility improvements when they 
are undertaking required works. 

Policy UN8 

Ensure new path improvement and infrastructure 
works result in the least possible restrictions to use 
having regard to constraints of the environment 
and landscape management objectives.

4.32  The provision of information about the characteristics of rights  
of way (including surface condition, gradients, path furniture,  
and potential barriers such as steps or kerbs) will enable potential 
users with a range of disabilities and mobility problems to assess 
for themselves the suitability of particular rights of way.  
The Council will work with disability access groups to identify 
suitable standards of information provision. 

Policy UN9  

Seek to provide accurate information on the 
characteristics of routes to enable people to  
decide if a route is suitable for their personal 
circumstances.

Developing user confidence to 
support health and well being
4.33  Many potential users of rights of way have a low level of 

knowledge of their local countryside and/or a lack of confidence 
to use it. A survey in 2003 of young parents in Sure Start areas 
within South East Northumberland highlighted that many did not 
know where to take their children to enjoy the outdoors other than 
their local park.  

4.34  To enable those groups who rarely visit the countryside to enjoy 
this resource requires a coordinated strategy of infrastructure 
improvement, information provision and promotion. Crucially, 
information needs to be effectively targeted and distributed to 
readily accessible locations such as doctors’ surgeries, benefit 
and advice offices, playgroups and supermarkets. The support of 
local media to publicise both printed information and information 
available on the web is also important.

Policy UN10 

Improve the knowledge potential users have about 
the rights of way network and other recreational 
opportunities in the countryside.

Transport
4.35  Beyond the immediate countryside close to people’s homes, 

transport is essential to access the countryside. The majority of 
people use private cars to reach their destination. Whilst the most 
popular ‘honey pot’ destinations have generally adequate parking, 
many areas, which possess the potential to accommodate higher 
levels of recreational use, have inadequate provision. 

4.36  Public transport enables people without a car to visit the 
countryside. Use of public transport also enables people to 
plan linear walks. Provision of public transport is variable within 
Northumberland but there is potential for further promotion of 
services to access the rights of way network particularly along the 
Northumberland Coast and in the North Pennines. The Hadrian’s 
Wall bus and the train trail leaflets, which promote walks linked to 
the Tyne Valley stations, provide good examples of the promotion 
of access to the countryside by public transport. 

Policy UN11 

Promote the use of the existing public transport 
network to assist exploration of the countryside. 

Publicity and Promotion
4.37  People obtain information about recreational opportunities in  

the countryside from a range of sources including word of mouth, 
published guides, Ordnance Survey maps and, increasingly,  
the internet. 

4.38  In the past, the Council and its partners have produced a  
range of leaflets that detail local walks and cycle rides. Many  
of these are no longer in print. The Council will review existing  
publications and prioritise some for revision and reprint. New 
and existing promoted walks and rides will be included on the 
Council’s website.

4.39  The Council will work in partnership with a range of organisations, 
including tourism bodies, to develop promoted walks and rides 
based around new recreational opportunities such as the coast 
path and Kielder Lakeside Way. 

Policy UN12  

Make use of the maximum potential of the internet 
and other media to provide information about the 
rights of way network, including routes that are 
suitable for users with different levels of mobility.

Policy UN13  

Work with partner organisations to ensure new 
promoted routes fulfil their maximum recreational  
and tourism potential.

15



             county              services

Copyright Gavin Duthie/
Northumberland Coast AONB

16



Key Strategic Objective
Work in partnership with interest groups to manage, 
enhance and promote the rights of way network.

Introduction
5.1  Other authorities, agencies and landowners have an existing  

or a potential interest in improving access to the countryside. 

5.2  The County Council works with other authorities to undertake 
the effective management of rights of way. The most established 
working relationships exist with the Northumberland National Park 
Authority, Blyth Valley Borough Council and Wansbeck District 
Council. It is important that the Rights of Way Improvement Plan 
influence not only the management work of the County Council 
as Highway Authority but also those who undertake work on  
its behalf. 

5.3  Existing cooperation and assistance with the management 
of rights of way from landowners helps the County Council 
undertake its work more effectively. Partnership action of this  
type will help to ensure that the RoWIP can deliver its objectives. 

Northumberland National Park
5.4  Northumberland National Park covers an area of 1,049 square 

kilometres, about one fifth of the County of Northumberland,  
but settlements are few and the population low at around  
2,000 people.

5.5   The Northumberland National Park has two main purposes:

 • To conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and  
 cultural heritage of the Park, 

   and

 • To promote opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment 
 of the special qualities of the area by the public

5.6 The National Park Authority works to realise these purposes by 
putting the economy and the community at the heart of its work; 
by working with the local community and other partners in a new 
form of sustainable rural development. This is implicit in its vision:

  
“Northumberland National Park Authority will be proactive, 
innovative and forward looking, working towards a National 
Park with thriving communities and a sustainable local economy 
grounded in its special qualities, including a richness of cultural 
heritage and biodiversity, a true sense of tranquillity and a distinct 
character associated with a living, working landscape, in which 
everyone has an opportunity to understand, enjoy and contribute 
to those special qualities.”

5.5   The Park Authority has for many years worked to maintain and 
improve the public rights of way network in the park. It also has 
duties for access land as the access authority for the area. The 
County Council acknowledges the added value which the work 
of the Authority brings to the enjoyment of the Park. In April 2007 
the County Council and the National Park Authority approved an 
accord for the management and improvement of public rights of 
way in the National Park (Appendix 4).

5.6    The purpose of the Accord is to provide a framework for the two 
organisations to work together to manage and improve the 22% 
of the County’s public rights of way network which is within the 
boundary of the National Park, and enhance the contribution that 
rights of way can make to National Park purposes. The Accord 
provides the structure for the development of detailed action 
plans which will guide the practical action required to resolve 
rights of way issues at the local level.

Policy MN1  

Work with the National Park Authority to implement 
the objectives of the Rights of Way Accord to 
maintain and improve public rights of way in the 
National Park.

Urban Authorities
5.7 The Council has highway agency agreements with Blyth Valley 

Borough and Wansbeck District Councils. It was announced in 
July that the existing two tier structure of local government in 
Northumberland will be replaced by a new unitary authority  
which will become effective in 2009. The new unitary authority  
will need to effectively integrate the existing work of the County 
and District Authorities and consider what transitory arrangements 
may be required.

Policy MN2  

Undertake a review of rights of way management in 
Blyth Valley and Wansbeck Districts to facilitate the 
creation of the new unitary authority. 

Landowners
5.8 Landowners have an important role in access to the countryside 

and play a very active part. Major landowners in particular 
enhance access to their land through permissive agreements 
and by providing information on existing access opportunities. 
Landowners also have an important role to play in maintenance  
of public rights of way as they are responsible for:

 • Providing and maintaining stiles and gates

 • Cutting back overhanging vegetation

 • Not obstructing rights of way

 • Not ploughing field edge paths

 • Reinstating cross-field paths within 14 days of ploughing  
  or within 24 hours of subsequent disturbance

 • Ensuring that the line of the path is clear on the ground  
  in cultivated fields, and not obstructed by growing crops.

5. Managing the network through    
 partnership action
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5.9  The Council has an excellent working relationship with 
landowners and supports them in undertaking their maintenance 
responsibilities. New stiles and gates have often been paid for  
by the Council to secure rapid network improvement. Increasingly 
the Council will focus its resources on improvements which 
improve access for all. Improving the public rights of way  
network further to meet modern needs will also require the  
active support of landowners, especially in relation to gate  
and stile maintenance.  

5.10  Sometimes problems do arise on public rights of way that are 
caused by landowners. In the first instance the Council will talk 
with landowners to resolve the problem, and experience suggests 
this is normally sufficient. The Single Payments Scheme Cross 
Compliance terms require landowners to fulfil their rights of way 
obligations and this appears to be having a positive impact in 
relation to ploughing and cropping. 

Policy MN3 

Work with landowners to secure improvements 
to public rights of way and to ensure that legal 
obligations for keeping rights of way unobstructed 
and stiles and gates maintained are fulfilled.

Building New Partnerships
5.11  The County Council has a strong record in working with a  

range of organisations to deliver rights of way improvements. 
Working arrangements, however, will require to be extended if  
the programme of improvements proposed within this Plan is  
to be implemented. New partners may include the following:

• Northumberland Tourism Ltd

• Local Strategic Partnerships

• Tourism Associations

• Rural Community Councils

• Primary Care Trusts and other Health Care Trusts

• Sport England

• Belonging communities

Policy MN4 

Promote partnership working to improve the 
management of rights of way and develop 
the social, economic and health benefits and 
opportunities associated with increased use  
of the network.

The involvement of local people  
in maintaining the network
5.12  Other key partners who help maintain and enhance the rights 

of way network are parish councils and local user groups. 
Some parish and town councils, for example Broomhaugh and 
Riding Mill, Prudhoe, Acomb and Broomley and Stocksfield, 
already have a proven track record in supporting the work of 
the Council. The response to the questionnaire sent to parish 
councils on the condition of the network and opportunities for 
network enhancements demonstrates that many councils have 
an in depth local knowledge of rights of way and this may be 
harnessed through future joint working initiatives.

Policy MN5 

Support active involvement by community and  
user groups in the care and management of local  
path networks.

Priorities for developing and 
improving the network
5.13  Public rights of way often serve different functions based on 

their location and scope to meet wider strategic or national and 
regional purposes. For example, a public rights of way network  
in an urban area can perform a different purpose to a network  
in a tourist destination area with a low permanent population.  
Table two on the next page identifies four access route  
categories which broadly reflect the types of public right  
of way in the County by the purpose they fulfil.

Copyright Gavin Duthie/
Northumberland Coast AONB

18



Table 2: Categories of Recreational Route Network

Community and Recreational Routes

Routes that are mainly of importance to a single community or which 
provide access to locally important or special interest attractions:

• Circular routes around settlements and tourism hubs

• Locally promoted routes

• Health walks and easy access paths

• Key links to areas of access land or countryside attractions.

Local Strategic Routes

• Existing well used routes between communities or existing routes 
where improvements would generate increased use

• Existing well used routes to local facilities and services (e.g. schools, 
major employers) or existing routes where improvements would 
generate increased use

• Existing well used routes from settlements to major attractions or 
existing routes where improvements would generate increased use

• Themed Trails which can be demonstrated to support and develop 
the local and rural economy e.g. St. Cuthbert’s Way, St. Oswald’s 
Way, Kielder Lakeside Way, South Tyne Trail.

National and Regional Strategic Routes 

National Trails and other routes of national  
and regional importance include: 

• Hadrian’s Wall National Trail

• Pennine Way National Trail

• Northumberland Coast Path

• Reivers Cycle Route

• Coast & Castles Cycle Route

• Hadrian’s Cycleway.

Other parts of the network

The remainder of the network is characterised by public rights of  
way that are used infrequently. The County Council will focus on 
ensuring minimal standards of management consistent with the  
type and intensity of use.

Table 3: Partners’ Recreational Route Network Priorities

Organisation Type Community and 
Recreational Routes Local Strategic Routes National and Regional 

Strategic Routes
Other parts of the 

network

Priority Rating

County & Parish Councils 1st 2nd 3rd 4th

Northumberland National 
Park Authority 2nd 1st 3rd 4th

Natural England & other 
national organisations & 
agencies 2nd 3rd 1st 4th

One North East, 
Northumberland Tourism 
& other regional agencies 3rd 1st 2nd 4th

5.14  The priorities which the County Council will adopt in undertaking the day to day management of the rights of way network are outlined in 
Part 3 of this Plan. The Council will work with partners to help achieve the improvements identified in the following Plan and Area actions.  
It is recognised that partners will have their own priorities for improving the public rights of way network which reflect their own agendas. 
Table 3 identifies the priority partner organisations normally give to each category of recreational route.

Policy MN6 

Allocate resources for the management and improvement of public rights of way with reference to the priorities 
defined in the listed Action Priorities for Developing and Improving the Network.
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Northumberland

Northumberland National Park
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Powburn

Rothbury
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West Woodburn
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Bellingham
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Wark

Wooler

Rothbury

Morpeth

Hexham

Alnwick

Ashington

Berwick

Blyth

6.1   In recognition of the size and diversity of Northumberland, the 
County has been divided into six areas based on their landscape 
character. For each area, the rights of way network has been 
examined in more detail for its strengths and weaknesses for different 
categories of users and its connectivity to settlements and places 
of interest. Where issues and opportunities are identified which are 
not addressed elsewhere in the Plan action proposals are brought 
forward which are included in the Statement of Action in Section 7  
of this Plan.

6.2   The Area assessments are as follows:

1. Northumberland National Park
Location: 
    The Northumberland National Park extends from the Cheviot Hills  

on the Scottish Border in the north to Hadrian’s Wall in the south.

Character:
    The Cheviot Hills dominate the north of the park, forming an upland 

plateau of blanket bog, heather moorland and grasses. Remote and 
sparsely populated, the Cheviot open landscape is broken by a few 
substantial blocks of coniferous forest. Small areas of woodland and 
gorse scrub, as well as the occasional scattered farmsteads and 
small hamlets, intersperse the valleys.

    To the south, the sweeping moorland of the Otterburn Military 
Training Area gives way to Wark Forest. The forest is primarily spruce, 
pine and larch, originally planted in large blocks, which are now being 
felled and gradually replaced by a diverse mix of broadleaf  
and conifer planting. 

    The main rivers through the area are the North Tyne and the Rede, 
creating attractive valleys of upland farmland, enclosed by dry 
stonewalls or hedgerows, and interspersed with small deciduous 
woodlands. To the south of the area is the craggy Whin Sill  
outcrop crowned by the remains of Hadrian’s Wall providing views  
northwards to the Border Forest and the Cheviot and south to  
the North Pennines fells.

Summary of Provision

    The park has 22% of the County’s rights of way network. It contains  
a number of popular recreational areas and provides some of the 
most remote and challenging walking in England. Hadrian’s Wall 
is the main destination for visitors, particularly tourists; and the 
Breamish, College, Coquet and Harthope valleys and Simonside  
Hills are more popular with day visitors. 

   The National Park has the most comprehensive network of bridleways 
in the County. However, some are poorly drained in places, limiting 
their value to horse riders. In addition to the extensive public footpath 
network, new areas of access land have significantly increased 
the area of the National Park open to walkers. The National Park 
contains 61,405 hectares of access land, 53% of the County’s total. 
Way marked permissive routes in Wark and other forests managed 
by the Forestry Commission also provide additional provision for 
cyclists and horse riders. The MOD has a presumption in favour of 
public access across the Defence Estate. At Otterburn Training Area, 
access opportunities have been developed and promoted via access 
interpretation. There are significant “open access” user opportunities 
to the north of the Estate where byelaw restrictions are not in force.

  Original forest planting obstructed public rights of way in Kidland 
and Wark Forests. Many obstructions have now been resolved 
through the work of the Forest Trails Partnership Project. The Project 
undertook a comprehensive prioritised programme to reinstate or 
divert rights of way obstructed by planting and created improved 
access for all on the majority of routes. 

A number of national trails and other promoted routes cross  
the National Park including:

 • Hadrian’s Wall National Trail, which runs from Gilsland to the west 
 of Chesters Roman Fort 
• The Pennine Way- which runs from Greenhead to the northern  
 edge of the Cheviots at Kirk Yetholm 
• Reivers Cycle Route- A C2C return route linking Tynemouth  
 and Whitehaven 
• Hadrian’s Cycleway – A 174 mile route between Tynemouth  
 and Ravenglass.

 There are a large number of promoted routes within the National 
Park, including routes around Hadrian’s Wall, Simonside Hills, 
Breamish Valley, Coquet Valley and a number of Iron Age hill forts in 
the Cheviots. In addition, a number of leaflets have been produced 
in partnership with both the National Park and Forestry Commission 
promoting routes within Wark and Kielder Forest.

6. Area assessments and action plans

Footpaths Bridleway Byways Total

602km 461km 23km 1,086km

%

55% 43% 2%
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Key issues not addressed elsewhere in the Plan:
• There are new opportunities to develop access on the  

Otterburn Training Area: Area Action NNP1

• There is a need to resolve outstanding matters in relation to  
path misalignment and the formalisation of permissive paths:  
Area Action NNP2

• There are a number of outstanding claims and it is likely that more 
unrecorded rights of way will be identified through the Lost Ways 
programme: Area Action NNP3

• There is a growing problem of illegal motor vehicle use of routes  
in the Cheviots and Redesdale: Area Action NNP4

• There are many opportunities to promote and use the UCR network 
as part of the area’s recreational resource. Road safety is however a 
concern on routes such as the A68 and B6318: Area Action NNP5

• Opportunities for cross- border working with bodies in Scotland 
including the Tweed Forum and local authorities should be explored 
with a view to enhancing cross border routes: Area Action NNP6

• The former track bed of the North Tyne Valley Railway offers a 
potential recreational resource to enhance access from Bellingham 
to Kielder. The trackbed of the former Border Railway is a further 
potentially important route: Area Action NNP7 

• Sustainable tourism is important to the local economy of this area  
and ways need to be found to attract more people to the area 
through enhanced recreational opportunities for walkers, cyclists and 
horse riders: Area Action NNP8.

2. North Pennines
Location:

 The Northumberland North Pennines area stretches south from the 
Tyne Valley to the adjoining counties of Durham and Cumbria, and is 
part of the North Pennines AONB. 

Character:
 The area comprises high open moorland separated by the river 

valleys of the South Tyne, West and East Allen and Devil’s Water. 
Rising on the moors the rivers change rapidly from fast flowing 
moorland burns to rivers passing through enclosed meadowland 
to emerge into wooded gorges before joining the river Tyne. The 
landscape is of high value for wildlife; heather moor lands provide 
a valuable habitat for raptors, waders and black grouse and 
the rivers and the valleys support a range of plants and animals 
including red squirrel, water vole, dippers, salmon and trout. The 
conservation importance of the area is reflected by the large 
amount of land designated as Special Protection Area, Special 
Area of Conservation and Site of Special Scientific Interest.

 Despite its wildness, human activity has had a great impact on 
the area. Leadmining has had a significant impact in relation to 
settlement patterns though it sits alongside farming and grouse 
moor management as a significant impact on the landscape. 
Some of the public rights of way network is associated with the 
movement of people and materials during the lead mining era. 

Summary of Provision

  

 Around 13% of Northumberland’s rights of way network lies 
within the North Pennines. The area is characterised by a 
dense network of footpaths along the main river valleys linked 
by trans-moor land routes. The majority of these trans-moor 
land paths are bridleways, many of which are associated with 
the lead mining industry as former packhorse routes. The area 
around Hexhamshire Common has a particularly good network of 
bridleways, although these are primarily east west links and there 
are limited connections for bridleway users wishing to travel north 
south to link with routes in the Tyne Valley. There are no rights of 
way onto Glendue Fell or Whitfield Moor for either cyclists or horse 
riders. 

 Whilst the uplands offer dramatic and often challenging routes, 
river valley footpaths offer attractive family walking. Between 
Blanchland and Baybridge, the riverside meadow path is designed 
as an ‘easy access route’ and can accommodate wheel chair 
users. A circular accessible route is being planned between 
these two locations. Elsewhere within the Northumberland North 
Pennines, however,  
the opportunities for people with mobility problems are limited. 

 Recreational use of the public rights of way network by motorised 
vehicles is extensive in some localities and combines legal use 
of byways and illegal use of bridleways and restricted byways. 
Byways through and into Slaley Forest are particularly popular with 
recreational motor vehicles and being severely damaged by them.

 A large part of the North Pennines is open access land, providing 
significant new recreational opportunities for walkers. The majority 
of this land is well linked into the existing rights of way network, 
although Whitfield Moor is less well served. A north south route 
linked to access points that provides for the public’s needs while 
ensuring that sites of nesting birds are protected has been created 
in agreement with English Nature and Whitfield Estate. 

Footpaths Bridleway Byways Total

427km 134km 60km 621km

%

69% 21% 10%
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Significant regional recreational routes which cross  
the area include:

• The Pennine Way National Trail which runs from Gilderburn, South  
of Alston down the South Tyne Valley to Haltwhistle;

• The 23-mile South Tyne Trail is being developed as a multi-user route 
and runs from the source of the river in Cumbria above Garigill partly 
using the track bed of the former South Tyne railway ending near 
Haltwhistle. The route is designed to be used by walkers and cyclists, 
although part of the cycle route uses sections of local road. Part of 
the route is also suitable for wheel chair users. The majority of the 
route currently has no recorded public rights;

•  The Pennine Cycleway which runs through the area between  
Alston and Haltwhistle and part of the National Byway

• The proposed Pennine Bridleway (northern extension) will run  
through the North Pennines and is likely to follow the route  
of the South Tyne Trail.

In addition promoted walking routes in the area  
provide the general public with a variety of walks  
and information on the natural and historic features  
of the area.

Key Issues not addressed elsewhere in the plan:
• There are a number of legal anomalies affecting the rights of way 

network in the North Pennines. These include changes to the status 
of recorded rights at a County boundary: Area Action NPn1

• Erosion and drainage issues are particular problems affecting 
riverside and moor land paths and bridleways throughout the area: 
Area Action NPn2

• There is a lack of north–south links in the bridleway network and 
inadequate provision for horse riders wishing to explore the area  
on good quality circular routes: Area Action NPn3

• A number of un-recorded, or incorrectly recorded, public rights of 
way are likely to exist in this area. Natural England’s Discovering  
Lost Ways Project and the work of local user groups and the County 
Council could result in additions and upgrades to the public rights  
of way network: Area Action NPn4

• There are limited opportunities for enjoying the rights of way network 
for those with mobility problems: Area Action NPn5

• The South Tyne Trail should be better integrated into the rest of the 
rights of way network and surface and infrastructure improvements 
made to increase the provision of access for all: Area Action NPn6

• There are opportunities to promote linear and circular routes linked  
to local bus services within the North Pennines: Area Action NPn7

3. Coastal Plain
Location: 

The coastal plain extends south from the Scottish border to the 
Coquet estuary and includes the Northumberland Coast AONB 
and the North Northumberland Heritage Coast

Character: 
An area of rich arable farmland fringed to the west by rising 
sandstone hills and to the east by the spectacular variety of the 
Northumberland coastline. The coastline has been designated an 
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and Heritage Coast. 
Long sandy bays backed by dunes (Cocklawburn, Beadnell, 
Embleton and Alnmouth) alternate with high rock headlands and 
wave cut platforms. There are also extensive areas of mudflats 
around Lindisfarne and the sheltered estuaries of the rivers Tweed, 
Aln and Coquet. Inland, the intensively farmed landscape is 
broken up by occasional small woodland features and by gorse 
covered exposures of the whin sill.

Summary of provision:

Footpaths Bridleway Byways Total

360km 101km 16km 477km

%

75% 21% 4%
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There is a relatively good network of footpaths along the coast 
which has been further improved with the opening of the 
Northumberland coast path in 2006. The current bridleway 
network is sparse, poorly distributed and fragmented, particularly 
within the western part of this area, although people do make use 
of the beaches for riding. There are thirteen stewardship schemes 
providing permissive access; these include a number of links 
around Amble, Berwick-upon-Tweed and North Sunderland.  
A number of regional routes cross the area and include:

• Coast and Castles Cycle Route – part of the National Cycle 
Network, the Coast & Castles Cycle Route links country roads 
and off-road trails along 80 miles of the Northumberland coast 
between Tynemouth and Berwick-upon-Tweed;

• St. Cuthbert’s Way- This 62 mile route from Melrose in the 
Scottish Borders to Holy Island also links the Southern Upland 
Way to the Pennine Way. 

• Northumberland Coast Path - from Cresswell in the south to 
Berwick-upon-Tweed in the north

• There are a number of promoted walking routes in the area which 
include:

• A series of leaflets published by the County Council entitled 
Exploring the Northumberland Coast

• Circular walks around Embleton developed by the  
Parish Council

• Privately produced self guided trail publications.

Key Issues not addressed elsewhere in the plan:
• Walking, cycling and horse based tourism contribute to the local 

economy but have the potential to expand: Area Action CP1

• The bridleway network is limited and fragmented within the area: 
Area Action CP2

• There are a number of crossings of the A1 and the East Coast 
Main Line which require safety improvements for vulnerable users:  
Area Action CP3

• There are a small number of difficult river crossings within the  
area which if resolved would offer significant network benefits e.g. 
Hawk Hill stepping stones west of Lesbury: Area Action CP4

• Many of the current NCC walking publications are currently out of 
print, but there is a proven demand for information on walking in 
the coastal plain, particularly in relation to the Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty: Area Action CP5 

             county              services
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4. Urban Fringe 
Location: 

This area stretches south from Druridge Bay to include  
all of Wansbeck District and Blyth Valley Borough.

Character:
 The Urban Fringe encompasses the low lying area of the 

Northumberland coalfield. In the east, the landscape has been 
greatly influenced by coal mining and other industry. Extensive 
parts of the area have been reclaimed following deep and 
opencast coal mining. The opencast reclamation schemes have 
left behind generally featureless agricultural land interspersed 
with strips of coniferous tree planting. Recent schemes are 
more sensitive and have introduced greater variety with former 
landscape elements being recreated.

 Reclamation of former deep mines has resulted in the creation 
of undulating landscapes with extensive areas of coniferous tree 
planting. Unlike the majority of former opencast mining sites 
(exceptions are Druridge Bay Country Park and East Chevington 
and Low Hauxley nature reserves) these restored deep mine sites 
are generally available for public access. 

 This is the most populated part of Northumberland with 
substantial urban settlements. Overall there are significant areas 
of attractive countryside adjacent to the urban areas, particularly 
within the Blyth and Wansbeck river valleys and along the coast at 
Druridge Bay and South Beach, Blyth

Summary of provision:
   

The area contains 248 kilometres of recorded public rights of way, 
around 5% of the County network. New housing and the creation 
of new industrial units and business parks has led to some green-
field development. This has occasionally changed the character  
of footpaths and some routes have been severed by new roads.  
There are significant gaps in the current footpath network, with  
some routes ending in dead ends or uncrossable rivers.

The area has a limited and fragmented bridleway network. but 
opportunities to improve provision have been pursued. Provision 
for cyclists in South East Northumberland is more adequate, with 
a number of cycle tracks linking some of the main settlements 
including routes between Morpeth and Pegswood, Seaton-Sluice  
to Blyth and the eastern side of Ashington parallel to the A189 
Spine Road. The main strategic cycling route passing through the 
area is the Coast and Castles cycle route linking Tynemouth with 
Berwick-upon-Tweed.

There are a number of Country Parks within the area which 
provides an important recreational resource. There are also other 
substantial areas of green space owned by the County and 
District Councils which offer important links between and around 
settlements, as well as providing a recreational resource and areas 
of conservation interest.

Key Issues not addressed elsewhere in the plan:
• There are a number of horse riders, livery and riding stables in  

the area but a poor network of bridleways: Area Action UF1

• The provision of improved and extended access along the  
River Wansbeck would address a known public demand:  
Area Action UF2.

• The restoration of opencast coal sites offer opportunities to 
improve the rights of way network in the area: Area Action UF3

• There are problems with illegal use of motor vehicles, (especially 
trial bikes), and fly tipping and vandalism on certain parts of the 
network which inhibits legitimate use: Area Action UF4

• North Ashington Woods is a potentially important recreational 
resource but at present does not have a network of rights of way: 
Area Action UF5

• Redundant railway and wagon ways within the area could 
complement public rights of way and aid the promotion of 
sustainable transport: Area Action UF6 

• Lack of crossings over major roads and railways are obstacles  
to walkers, cyclists and horse riders: Area Action UF7 

• The participation rates in outdoor recreation are lower than in  
other parts of the County and levels of poor health are higher: 
Area Action UF8
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Footpaths Bridleway Byways Total

195km 49km 4km 248km

%

79% 20% 1%
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5. Sandstone Hills, Tweed, 
Till and Coquet Valleys
 
Location: 

This area extends south from the Tweed Valley encompassing the 
Sandstone Hills and Cheviot fringe. The area includes the market 
towns of Alnwick, Rothbury and Wooler.

Character: 
This area includes the lowlands of the Cheviot fringe and the 
Northumberland Sandstone Hills which form a long arc stretching 
from the border moors and swings across the centre of the County 
separating the lowlands around the Cheviot fringe from  
the Northumberland Coastal Plain. This pronounced ridge of  
high ground is made up of a series of prominent northwest  
facing sandstone escarpments, craggy outcrops and heather  
clad summits providing superb views to the Coast and westwards 
to the Cheviots. The upper slopes of these hills are mostly semi 
improved pasture bounded by dry stone walls, together with 
extensive areas of coniferous plantation such as Thrunton and 
Rothbury Forests.

In contrast, the Tweed valley comprises a rich mix of farmland, 
woodland, parkland and village settlements. Here the landscape 
gives way to the open arable farmland of the Milfield and Glendale 
plains and further south to the patchwork of smaller enclosed 
fields and mixed farmland which extends to Coquetdale and 
Whittingham vales. Whilst the hedgerows are an ever present 
feature of the landscape to the south of the Milfield and Glendale 
Plains, woodland cover is generally limited to the river valleys  
and to small coniferous plantations providing cover for game.  
The rivers Tweed, Till, Glen, Aln and Coquet meander through  
this landscape across farmland or within tree lined valleys. 
Distinctive features of this area are the surviving fortified castles 
such as Norham, Etal and Alnwick.

Summary of provision:

The area contains 956km of recorded public rights of way, 
some 19% of the network. Whilst the network of rights of way is 
generally adequate there are local areas with poor provision such 
as around the parish of Chillingham, west of the A697 between 
Powburn and Wooler and west of Alnwick. Opportunities for 
circular walks are limited around a number of settlements, most 
notably Wooler, Coldstream and Chatton. 

The bridleway network in this area is generally poor, with large 
areas containing limited or no provision. The network of public 
footpaths between Callaly and Cartington is also limited. There  
is potential to upgrade some footpaths to bridleway status which 
could enhance the existing network provision.

The Forestry Commission’s Thrunton Wood estate is a popular 
recreational resource with walkers, cyclists and horseriders  
and the National Trust’s Cragside estate also attracts significant 
numbers of walkers. There is permissive access onto the sites of 
the battle of Flodden with enhanced interpretation developed  
by the parish council through a Local Heritage Initiative. 
Permissive access for walkers has also been agreed to Hulne 
Park, which is owned and managed by Northumberland Estates, 
although cyclists and equestrians are not permitted to use 
the routes within the Park. Stewardship agreements linked to 
permissive access on foot include routes around Chatton, north 
and south of Wooler and Belford.

Open access land includes areas on the Sandstone Hills, such  
as Doddington Moor, Bewick Moor and the Kyloe Hills, all of which 
are reasonably well integrated into the rights of way network.

The main strategic routes within the area are:
• Tweed Heritage Trail - work is underway to improve or create a 

20 km riverside footpath along the River Tweed between Berwick 
and Coldstream

• St. Cuthbert’s Way - This 100 Kilometre (62 mile) route from 
Melrose in the Scottish Borders to the Holy Island of Lindisfarne 
also links the Southern Upland Way to the Pennine Way. The route 
includes Melrose Abbey, the Eildon Hills, the River Tweed, Dere 
Street Roman Road, the Cheviot Hills, St Cuthbert’s Cave in the 
Kyloe Hills, and the Lindisfarne National Nature Reserve

• St. Oswald’s Way – A 156 km (97 mile) walking route from Holy 
Island following the Northumberland coast, before heading inland 
across beautiful countryside to Heavenfield and Hadrian’s Wall in 
the south, a distance of 97 miles (156 km).

There are also a range of local self guided trails produced by  
the County Council and private enterprises.

Key Issues not addressed elsewhere in the plan:
• The bridleway network is fragmented and often linked by roads 

used by fast traffic: Area Action SH1 

• The increasing popularity of parts of the area with walkers is 
resulting in some localized erosion to upland soils. There are 
particular problems on peaty paths, for example, around Bewick, 
and Addycombe (north of Rothbury): Area Action SH2

• There is significant riverside path erosion along the Coquet 
near Rothbury and Thropton and along the River Tweed where 
a combination of landslip and riverside erosion has caused 
footpaths to be diverted. Erosion along the River Tweed is 
threatening the viability of creating the Tweed Heritage Trail:  
Area Action SH3

• The provision of a bridge on the River Till at Etal would help to 
improve the connectivity of the network between Crookham and 
Etal: Area Action SH4

• Local people in Rothbury would like to see improved links into the 
Cragside Estate from the town, and a route to Thropton for both 
walkers and cyclists, where possible constructed to a standard to 
enable access for all: Area Action SH5

• There is a desire from user groups to develop an Elsdon-Kyloe 
(sandstone ridge walk): Area Action SH6

•  Opportunities may exist for bridleway improvements using the 
former Berwick-St Boswells and Cornhill – Alnwick Railway Lines: 
Area Action SH7 

Footpaths Bridleway Byways Total

642km 302km 12km 956km

%

67% 32% 1%
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6. Mid Northumberland, the  
Tyne Valley and Border Forest

Location:
This area includes the valley of the Tyne and the parkland estates 
west of Morpeth including Belsay, Bolam and Wallington. The area 
extends along the Tyne Valley from Riding Mill and Stocksfield in 
the east to the County boundary in the west and then northeast 
across the North Tyne Valley and mid-Northumberland towards 
Otterburn and east to Morpeth. 

Character:
The Tyne valley forms a distinctive lowland landscape corridor 
between the North Pennines and the Border Moors and Forest.  
It is a landscape composed of a mosaic of arable and pasture 
land, conifer plantations and well wooded valley sides. Field 
boundaries are a mix of dry stone walls and hedgerows, 
subdivided by wire fences. In contrast to the more open flood plain 
around Hexham and Corbridge, the western end of the Tyne Valley 
is narrower and the upper slopes of the valley tend to be more 
windswept and are predominately pasture or rough moorland.  
The dominance of both the A69 road and the Carlisle to Newcastle 
railway line, reinforce the linearity of both the settlements and main 
lines of communication.

 

 
Mid Northumberland forms an intermediate plateau between the urban 
coastal plain and uplands of the Northumberland Sandstone Hills. The 
area is bisected by the rivers North Tyne, Coquet, Font and Wansbeck 
and their tributaries, which create a series of intimate wooded valleys. 
The western edge of the area is relatively open with large fields of 
improved pasture set within a strong geometric pattern of stone walls, 
hedgerows and minor roads. In contrast, the more intensively managed 
farmland of the south eastern part of the area is used predominately for 
arable crops and horse grazing and stabling. A key feature of the area 
is the large halls and their associated parkland, some of which include 
ornamental lakes such as those at Bolam and Wallington.
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Footpaths Bridleway Byways Restricted 
Byways Total

1097km 406km 88km 2 1593km

%

69% 25% 6%

The area contains 1593km of recorded public rights of way, some 
32% of the network in the County. Generally, the footpath network 
is comprehensive with relatively few gaps. Recreational activity 
is concentrated close to the main population centres in the Tyne 
Valley at Haltwhistle Dene, Duke’s Wood (south of Hexham), the 
riverside around Corbridge, Aydon Dene and Warden Hill above 
Newbrough. Wallington Hall, Bolam Lake Country Park and the 
linking routes to Shaftoe Crags, to the west of Morpeth, are also 
popular destinations.

Overall the quality of the bridleway network is quite fragmented 
although there are some local areas with a better network  
of routes.

Kielder Forest Park is predominately access land, adding a further 
34,982 ha to the County total. Way marked permissive routes in 
Wark and other forests managed by the Forestry Commission.

New access opportunities are being developed in the area of 
the Kielder Forest and Reservoir. The Kielder Access Strategy 
has been prepared to identify a range of opportunities and to 
implement a phased programme of improvements. Currently, The 
Kielder Lakeside Way is under construction around Kielder Water; 
with phase one on the southern side of the reservoir approaching 
completion. The Kielder Partnership has secured funding to 
implement the route around the reservoir by April 2009 which will 
provide a 22 mile multi-user route. The route is being constructed 
adopting the ‘least restrictive approach’ to maximise the routes 
accessibility to those with mobility problems.

• Reivers Cycle Route – A C2C return route linking Tynemouth  
and Whitehaven;

• Hadrian’s Cycleway – A 174 mile route between Tynemouth  
and Ravenglass

The Hadrian’s Wall National Trail crosses the area between 
Humshaugh and Harlow Hill and a short section of the Pennine 
Way National Trail crosses the area at Greenhead. Four cycleways 
(Hadrian’s, Pennine, Reivers and the National Byway) also pass 
through parts of the area mainly utilising minor roads. A range of 
self guided trails are available within the area.

Several large areas of open access land have provided new 
opportunities for walkers. The majority of these areas are well 
connected to the existing rights of way network, although access 
is limited to the south side of Colt Crag. 

In addition to Bolam Lake Country Park, the Belsay and Wallington 
Estates are also valued for providing countryside recreation, 
although a charge is made for access to both estates. There 
are also a number of Stewardship agreements within the area 
including north of Corbridge, Dilston and Haughton Castle.

Key Issues not addressed elsewhere in the plan:
• A number of opportunities exist for bridleway improvements within 

the area including around Sweethope and East Woodburn using 
the former mid Northumberland ‘Wannie’ line and around the 
North Tyne using the former North Tyne line. Elsewhere, there are 
isolated bridleways that could be utilised through the upgrading 
of connecting footpaths. Opportunities exist around Plenmeller 
Common, Horsley, Featherstone, Haltwhistle, Wark, Coanwood 
and Newbrough: Area Action MNT1

• A lack of safe crossings across a number of the major roads 
including the B6318 and A69 fragment the network. Crossing 
points on the Tyne Valley railway line also require improvement: 
Area Action MNT2

• The Kielder Lakeside Way is a significant resource for those with 
mobility problems. It is important that the Path is widely promoted 
to a range of groups and that new opportunities are identified in 
the area to enhance provision for access for all:  
Area Action MNT3

• There is a demand to improve cycling opportunities both for 
families and more experienced mountain bikers within Kielder  
and elsewhere: Area Action MNT4

• The former track bed of the North Tyne Valley Railway offers a 
potential recreational resource to enhance access from Bellingham 
to Kielder. The trackbed of the former Border Railway is a further 
potentially important route: Area Action MNT5

 

Summary of provision:
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Identifying the resources 
for implementation
7.1 Northumberland’s RoWIP brings forward an ambitious programme 

of projects and initiatives to match the quality and potential offered 
by Northumberland’s landscape and its rights of way network. 
The Council invests significant resources to deliver its statutory 
responsibilities and is unlikely to invest significant new resources 
to deliver the entire programme. However, the Council will work 
with all of its partners to identify new sources of funding and 
to maximise the benefits of existing investment. By working in 
partnership to deliver priority projects the aspirations of the Plan 
can be implemented.

The Statement of Action
7.2 The Statement of Action identifies broad County wide actions 

and more focussed area actions which will, where possible, be 
delivered during the next 10 years. The statutory guidance issued 
by DEFRA on preparing a RoWIP indicates that they should not 
contain in-depth site-specific details of network assessments and 
improvement. It is therefore intended that the actions within the 
Statement of Action will be developed into detailed projects in a 
yearly action plan.

7.3 The Statement of Action is based on the assessments detailed in 
previous sections and is arranged under the key section headings. 
Recommendations are made and include broad estimates of cost, 
timescale for implementation and potential partners.

The following categories are used to indicate the priority rating  
of the action proposal and the likely band of cost:

Priority 
Ongoing: Continuing action during the Plan period

Short term: Action to commence by 2010  
  (subject to resources)

Medium term: Action to commence by 2015  
  (subject to resources)

Cost
Low cost Under £5,000

Medium cost £5,000 - £25,000

High cost Over £25,000

In those cases where the main costs will be associated with  
time allocated by County Council staff, this is also indicated.

Partner Abb

County Land and Business Association CLA

Cumbria County Council CCC

District Councils DC

Durham County Council DCC

Greater Morpeth Development Trust GMDT

Groundwork Northumberland GN

Health Walks Initiatives HWI

Kielder Partnership KP

Landowners LO

Local Access Forum LAF

Local Planning Authority LPA

Ministry of Defence MOD

National Farmers Union NFU

National Trust NT

Natural England NE

Network Rail NR

North Pennines AONB Partnership NPP

Northumberland Coast AONB Partnership NCP

Northumberland National Park Authority NNPA

Northumberland Strategic Partnership NSP

Northumberland Tourism NTo

Northumbria Water NW

One North East ONE

Opencast Coal Operators OCC

Parish Councils PC

Police Authority PA

Primary Care Trust PCT

Public Transport Operators PTO

Rural Payments Agency RPA

Scottish Borders Council SBC

Sport England SE

Sustrans Sus

Tweed Forum TF

User Groups UG

7. Implementing and resourcing  
     the northumberland rights of way     
     improvement plan
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7. Implementing and resourcing  
     the northumberland rights of way     
     improvement plan

Section 3: The Existing Network, its Legal Status and Condition

Key Strategic Objective:
  •  Ensure the network of public rights of way in Northumberland meets present and future needs, is accurately 
    recorded and in a condition which enables legal use.

Policy EN1
Seek improvements to the rights of way network in areas which are poorly served by existing path provision.
Policy EN2 
Improve the fragmentary provision of access for horse riders and cyclists on the public rights of way network and promote linkages  
which make use of the network of unclassified county roads. 
Policy EN3 
Identify and address missing links and gaps in the network which will enhance existing access provision.
Policy EN18
Manage the access and rights of way network with regard to the need to protect and enhance the environment and biodiversity.
Area Actions NPn3, MNT1, SH1, NPn5, SH4, SH5, SH6, NNP7, CP2, UF1, UF2 Partner
Abb

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

1 Identify specific opportunities for network improvements  
in Northumberland. Short Term UG, PC High 

2
Identify opportunities for network improvements to the 
bridleway network in consultation with horse riding and 
cycling user groups.

Ongoing LO, UG High

3
Take opportunities to enhance the existing rights of way 
network through diversions, the creation of new paths  
and dedications which serve public benefit.

Ongoing LO, UG, ST Low

4 Undertake a feasibility study for the development  
of a quiet lanes and greenways project. Short Term HA Low

5

Take opportunities to improve the existing bridleway  
network and work with the North Pennines AONB  
Partnership and Durham and Cumbria County Councils  
to establish and promote a “pack pony trail” in the  
North Pennines AONB.

Short Term NPP, DCC, 
CCC,UG Medium

6

Take opportunities to improve the bridleway network  
in Mid Northumberland and in particular assess the  
opportunities available through use of the former  
Wannie and North Tyne railway lines.

Medium Term LO, PC, UG High

7
Opportunities may exist for bridleway improvements using 
the former Berwick-St Boswells and Cornhill – Alnwick 
Railway Lines. 

Medium Term LO, PC, UG High 

8
Take opportunities to improve the bridleway network within 
the Sandstone Hills and Till, Tweed and Coquet Valleys to 
ensure better links with settlements and facilities.

Medium Term UG, PC, NSP Medium

9
Undertake an audit of missing links and develop an  
action plan for the creation of new rights of way in  
priority locations.

Short Term UG, PC, NE, LO Low

10
Prepare a schedule of network improvements and  
develop a costed action programme and priorities  
for implementation.

Short Term NE, NSP,  
ONE, UG, LO High

11
Continue to identify and progress opportunities for network 
improvements as part of rights of way management duties 
of countryside staff.

Ongoing LO, UG Staff Time

12
Dedicate the parts of the South Tyne Trail owned by  
the County Council as public bridleway and undertake  
appropriate surface and infrastructure improvements.

Short Term NE Medium

13
Assess the options for developing a route from Rothbury  
to Thropton and discuss with the National Trust the  
establishment of improved path access to Cragside.

Medium Term NT Medium
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Policy EN4
Assess the connectivity of the public rights of way network with visitor attractions and areas where there are limited restrictions to  
access and seek to deliver required improvements.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

14
Identify required improvements to the rights of way 
network which will enhance linkages by foot, horse and 
bicycle to other access and recreational opportunities.

Ongoing PC, UG Low

Policy EN5 
Improve access by the public to information displayed by and contained within the Definitive Map and Statement.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

15 Publish a regularly updated working copy of the Definitive 
Map on the internet that will reflect ongoing changes. Ongoing ST Low

16
Publish register of applications for changes and  
modifications to the Definitive Map website linked  
to a working copy of the Definitive Map.

Ongoing ST Low

17
Prepare a register of landowner rights of way declarations 
(S31A, Highways Act 1980) and provide access to the 
register on the internet.

Short Term ST Low

Policy EN6  
Improve the promotion of permissive access where it enhances existing rights of way provision and additional use can be sustained.

Policy EN7  
Assess the potential for developing and presenting non public rights of way access information in combination with the Definitive Map.

Area Action NNP1

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

18
Explore the potential for including non-rights of way  
access information on the Council’s internet map of 
public rights of way.

Short Term NE, LO Low

19

Work with the Ministry of Defence (MOD) to implement 
their Integrated Management Plan for the Otterburn  
Training Area and promote the new access opportunities  
to the public.

Short Term MOD, NNPA, ST Medium

Policy EN8   
Seek resolution of cross boundary issues and anomalies about the recorded status of rights of way.

Area Actions NNP6, NPn1, NPn4

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

20 Work with neighbouring highway authorities to identify  
and address cross boundary rights of way anomalies. Ongoing DCC, CCC, ST Low

21
Develop a coordinated action plan to resolve outstanding 
anomalies within the North Pennines AONB rights of way 
network.

Medium Term CCC, DCC, NPP Medium
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Policy EN9 

Take action to prioritise and address the current backlog of applications for Definitive Map Modification Orders.

Area Action NNP3

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

22
Produce a prioritised action plan to address the  
current backlog of applications for Definitive Map 
Modification Orders.

Short Term LO, UG Low

23

Seek landowner dedication of rights of way on  
claimed public footpaths that cross areas of open access. 
Progress Modification Orders on claimed paths where 
landowner dedication cannot be achieved.

Ongoing LAF, NPA, ST Medium

24
Develop a statement of priorities for new applications  
for Definitive Map Modification Orders and officer 
generated work.

Short Term ST Low

Policy EN10  

Ensure new applications for Definitive Map Modification Orders are normally prioritised where they result in the enhancement  
of the existing rights of way network.

Area Action NPn4

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

25
Liaise with the Natural England to identify the potential 
scale of new applications which may result from the 
Discovering Lost Ways project.

Short Term NE Low

26

Identify the North Pennines as one of the key priority areas 
for archive research and prioritise those claims which are 
likely to offer the most significant public benefit and have 
the strongest supporting evidence.

Ongoing LAF, NE, NNPA Low

Policy EN11

Secure resources to provide bridges or fords at locations where their absence significantly impacts on use of the wider network.  
Priority will be given to the replacement of structures at locations where they have previously existed.

Area Action SH4, CP4

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

27
Prioritise the installation of replacement foot and bridleway 
bridges where the present lack of provision inhibits 
recreational development in Northumberland.

Medium Term NE, UG,  
NPP, NCP High

28
Develop a prioritised list of locations for the construction  
of new bridges (e.g. River Till at Etal) which would enhance 
use of public rights of way.

Medium Term PC, LAF High
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Policy EN12  

Take appropriate management action to address issues of obstruction to rights of way

Area Actions SH2, SH3, NNP2, NPn2

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

29 Continue work to resolve obstructions to public rights  
of way in the forest areas. Ongoing FC, LO, NNPA Low

30
Investigate reports of obstructions and resolve in 
accordance with the priority approach contained in  
the reports management system.

Ongoing LO, UG, ST Low

31

Reply to the complainant within one month of the receipt 
of either section 56 or 130 notices (Highway Act 1980) 
setting out what action the Council will take to resolve  
an alleged obstruction.

Ongoing LO, UG, ST Low

32

Continue to remind farmers and landowners of their duties 
in relation to ploughing and cropping on public rights of 
way. Where necessary take enforcement action and notify 
the Rural Payments Agency.

Ongoing LO, RPA Low

33
Resolve outstanding matters in relation to path 
misalignment and the formalisation of permissive paths  
in the National Park.

Medium Term LO, NNPA Medium

34
Develop and implement programmes of work to address 
erosion and drainage problems on rights of way within the 
North Pennines.

Medium Term LO, UG Medium

Policy EN13

Take appropriate management action to address issues arising from rights of way affected by either river or coastal erosion.

Policy EN14  
Take appropriate management action to address issues concerning the state of repair and the condition of signage and way marking on the 
path network which are identified through annual condition surveys.

Area Actions SH2, SH3

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

35

Investigate reports from members of the public about 
the condition of the surface of rights of way and path 
structures and resolve in accordance with the priority 
approach contained in the reports management system.

Ongoing LO, UG Low

36 Take action to address issues concerning the signing  
of paths from roads and way marking of their routes. Ongoing PC,UG Low

37 Prioritise key upland paths for improvement where  
erosion is deterring use. Ongoing PC,UG Medium

38 Prioritise action to address serious erosion alongside 
popular riverside paths on the Rivers Coquet and Tweed. Ongoing PC, UG, LO, TF Medium
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Policy EN15  

Facilitate legitimate use of byways by recreational motor vehicles where this is unlikely to cause surface or environmental damage,  
unlikely to conflict with the enjoyment of other users and is consistent with the County Council’s published ‘Framework for the  
Management of Byways Open to All Traffic’.

Policy EN16 

Develop appropriate management approaches to address illegal usage of the rights of way network.

Area Actions NNP4, UF4

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

39

Implement appropriate management approaches to 
address issues of illegal usage and user conflict where  
they are a source of persistent complaint by local 
communities, user groups and conservation interests.

Ongoing PC, UG, NNPA, 
NPP, PA, LO Medium

40
Implement approved policies and procedures to address 
issues of user conflict and damage associated with motor 
vehicle use on byways, bridleways and footpaths.

Ongoing PC, UG, NNPA, 
NPP, PA Medium

41

Where necessary, implement the procedures contained  
in the Framework for the Management of Byways Open  
to All Traffic and the Policy for the use of Traffic  
Regulation Orders.

Ongoing PC, UG, NNPA, 
NPP, PA Low

42

Identify particular conflict problem localities in the urban 
fringe and work with partners, including the police and 
community groups, to identify individually appropriate 
solutions.

Ongoing UG, PA Low

43 Identify byways which are appropriate to accommodate 
recreational motor vehicle use. Ongoing PC, UG Low

Policy EN17 

Have regard to Rights of Way Improvement Plan objectives and criteria when prioritising action on reports from the public about  
the condition of paths.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

44
Accord high priority to safety and facilitating increased 
use of the rights of way network by all when programming 
action to address problems on public paths.

Short Term Low

Policy EN18

Manage the access and rights of way network with regard to the need to protect and enhance the environment and biodiversity.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

45 Consult Natural England and English Heritage when work 
to rights of way may impact on a protected site or species. Ongoing Low

46
Where appropriate utilise the Vulnerability Mapping Tool 
to enable the Council to consider the impact of the use of 
rights of way on protected sites or species.

Ongoing Low
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Section 4: The Needs of Users and Access for All

Key Strategic Objective 

 •  Identify and implement improvements to the rights of way network which will enhance its role in providing for the recreational,  
   health and transport requirements of all Northumberland’s residents and visitors.

 •  Enhance the range, type and accessibility of information available about Northumberland’s rights of way network  
   for local people and visitors.

Policy UN1  

Enhance the quality of public rights of way and other access networks around local communities.

Area Actions UF2, UF3, UF5

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

47

In consultation with parish councils and other locally  
based organisations, identify popular local routes  
which will benefit from additional management and 
improvement works.

Short Term PC, UG Low

48 Encourage each Parish Council to appoint a path 
champion as the key contact with the Highway Authority. Ongoing PC Low

49

Work with the Local Planning Authority to ensure 
appropriate policies to protect and enhance the  
public rights of way network are included in their  
planning frameworks.

Short Term LPA Low

50
Respond to all consultations on planning applications 
where the proposed development impacts on a public 
right of way.

Ongoing LPA Low

51 Implement agreed improvements to the local path  
network through the Castles, Woods and Water Project. Short Term GMDT Medium

52

Work with the minerals planning team and site operators 
to ensure that restoration plans for open cast coal mining 
sites maximize opportunities to improve the rights of  
way network and in particular, result in improved  
bridleway provision.

Medium Term LPA High

53
Work to develop an appropriate network of paths and 
bridleways within North Ashington Woods with linkages  
to the QE2 Country Park.

Medium Term UG, GN Medium

Policy UN2  
Facilitate use of the rights of way network by Northumberland communities to assist improvements in health and well being.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

54 Support existing healthy walking and green exercise 
schemes and support the development of new initiatives. Ongoing SE, PCT, HWI Low

55

Identify routes within and adjacent to the main wards with 
poor health indicators where improvement works would 
assist the delivery of healthy living programmes and apply 
for contributory funding.

Short Term SE, PC, PCT, 
NE, UG High

56 Continue access for all improvement works identified  
in the Kielder Access Strategy. Ongoing KP, FC, NW, NE High
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Policy UN3 

Support the implementation of initiatives which will increase the value of walking, horse riding and cycling tourism to the  
rural economy of Northumberland.

Area Actions NNP9, CP1, SH7, MNT3, MNT4, MNT5

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

57
Identify key tourism hubs in the County where 
enhancements to rights of way would deliver benefits  
to the local economy.

Medium Term NSP, ONE, NTo Medium

58 Work in partnership to the implement the proposed 
Pennine Bridleway northern extension. Medium Term NE, NNPA High

59
Undertake a feasibility study to look at the opportunities 
and issues that will need to be resolved to develop former 
rail lines as recreational routes.

Medium Term NNPA, LO, KP Medium

60
Continue to promote and develop the Coast and Castles 
Cycle route and Northumberland Coast Path and shorter 
trails around settlements.

Ongoing Sus, NCP Medium

61
Examine the feasibility and benefits of creating a new 
promoted walking route along the main ridge of the 
Sandstone Hills linked to key settlements.

Medium Term DC, NTo,  
LO, UG Medium

Policy UN4 

Improve and enhance the traffic free rights of way network around urban areas to increase the use of sustainable transport  
for accessing work, schools and services.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

62
Undertake an audit of urban public rights of way suitable 
for improvement and promotion as sustainable transport 
routes and adoption by the Highway Authority.

Medium Term HA Low

Policy UN5  

Ensure improvements in standards of safety where paths cross the road and rail network.

Area Actions NNP5, CP3, UF7, MNT2

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

63
Undertake a road safety audit of dangerous crossing 
points or sections of the road network used by walkers, 
horse riders and cyclists to reach connecting paths.

Short Term HA, NR, UG Medium

64
Prepare a schedule of routes where safety is a significant 
issue and develop a costed action programme and 
priorities for implementation.

Short Term HA, NR, UG Medium

65
Explore with landowners opportunities for the diversion of 
public rights of way to remove the need for the public to 
use busy stretches of highway to reach a connecting path.

Short Term LO, UG Medium

66
Identify unclassified county roads which complement the 
rights of way network and consider how best to promote 
these to users.

Ongoing HA, UG Low

67
Work with the Highway Agency and Network Rail to 
improve the provision of safe crossings on popular  
rights of way.

Medium Term HA, NR, NCP High
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Policy UN 6  
Explore the potential for creating short family orientated cycle routes using traffic free routes and quiet lanes from settlements  
and main visitor destinations.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

68
Develop and promote short cycling routes suitable  
for family use leading from settlements and main  
visitor attractions.

Medium Term NTo, UG, NE Medium

Policy UN7  

Respond to the growing popularity of horse riding by undertaking further work to understand user’s needs and develop  
appropriate management action.

Action Areas CP3, UF1

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

69 Prepare and implement a strategy to develop horse riding 
opportunities within the County. Medium Term NSP, NNPA, UG High

70

Act on opportunities to fill gaps in the bridleway network 
within the coast area, particularly adjacent to local 
communities and bring forward proposals to improve 
traffic management to facilitate horse and cycle use on 
minor roads.

Ongoing UG, PC, NCP Medium

71

Work to improve the provision of bridleways in the  
urban fringe with a particular focus around Hebron, 
Widdrington/Druridge, Newbiggin, Bedlington Country 
Park and Acklington.

Ongoing UG, DC Medium

Policy UN8 

Ensure new path improvement and infrastructure works result in the least possible restrictions to use having regard to constraints  
of the environment and landscape management objectives.

Action Areas NPn5, NPn6

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

72 Prioritise routes for improvement that facilitate legal  
access for all potential users. Short Term UG Medium

73
Encourage and assist landowners to address the needs  
of all potential users when replacing or repairing  
structures on rights of way.

Ongoing LO Low

74
Ensure work on sites and rights of way undertaken by 
the Council meets, where appropriate, the needs of all 
potential users.

Ongoing UG Medium

75

Work with disability groups to identify routes linked to 
settlements or popular countryside destinations in the 
North Pennines which can be improved to facilitate  
access for all.

Medium Term NPP, UG Medium

76
Work with partners to improve use of the path network  
in the urban fringe with better targeted and distributed 
locally focused information.

Medium Term DC, GN Medium
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Policy UN9  

Seek to provide accurate information on the characteristics of routes to enable people to decide if a route is suitable for  
their personal circumstances.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

77 Identify and promote existing public rights of way that are 
suitable for users with different levels of mobility difficulty. Ongoing UG Low 

78
Work with partners to establish a project to raise 
awareness of countryside opportunities targeted at the 
most deprived communities in the County.

Medium Term UG, PCT, NSP Medium

Policy UN10  
Improve the knowledge potential users have about the rights of way network and other recreational  
opportunities in the countryside.

Area Action UF8

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

79
Explore how potential users of public rights of way  
could be better informed of opportunities for recreation  
in their locality.

Medium Term NE, NTo,  
DC, PCT Medium 

Policy UN11  

Promote the use of the existing public transport network to assist exploration of the Countryside.

Action Areas NNPA8, NPn9 

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

80
Identify opportunities for developing promoted routes  
from tourism hubs and settlements with good public 
transport links.

Medium Term NTo, PTO Medium 

81
Continue to support key recreational bus services in the 
area and focus the development of new recreational routes 
around tourism hubs to support existing businesses.

Ongoing NTo, PTO Medium

82
Identify potential walking routes which could be  
improved and promoted to link into the local bus networks 
of the North Tyne and Allendale valleys.

Short Term NPP, PTO Medium

Policy UN12  

Make use of the maximum potential of the internet and other media to provide information about the rights of way network,  
including routes that are suitable for users with different levels of mobility.

Area Action CP5

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

83
Increase the amount of information available on the  
County Council website to promote countryside access  
in Northumberland.

Short Term Low 

84
Re-print previously popular self guided trails and develop 
new walking and cycling guides for the area in both print 
format and using the internet.

Short Term Low
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Section 8: Managing the Network through Partnership Action

Key Strategic Objective:

 •  Work in partnership with interest groups to manage, enhance and promote the rights of way network.

Policy UN13  

Work with partner organisations to ensure new promoted routes fulfil their maximum recreational and tourism potential.

Area Actions MNT3, NNP8, CP1

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

85
Work with a wide range of partners to ensure that new 
promoted routes within Northumberland support wider 
tourism objectives.

Medium Term NTo, NE, ONE Low

86 Undertake promotion of the Kielder Lakeside Way  
and other routes that provide access for all. Ongoing  KP, FC, NW Medium

87
Develop a programme to engage with specific 
communities to enhance user confidence to explore  
the local countryside.

Medium Term SE, PCT Medium

88 Promote walking, riding and cycling opportunities, 
particularly the Coast Path. Short Term NCP Medium

Policy MN1

Work with the National Park Authority to implement the objectives of the Rights of Way Accord to maintain and improve public 
rights of way in the National Park.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

89
Prepare an annual joint action plan setting out major 
structure, surfacing and other management works in  
the National Park.

Short Term NNPA Low

Policy MN2  

Undertake a review of rights of way management in Blyth Valley and Wansbeck Districts to facilitate the creation of the new unitary authority.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

90 Identify a new rights of way management structure in  
the two urban districts. Short Term DC Low

Policy MN3  
Work with landowners to secure improvements to public rights of way and to ensure that legal obligations for keeping rights of way 
unobstructed and stiles and gates maintained are fulfilled.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

91

Work in partnership with landowners, farmers and tenants 
to improve public rights of way and to jointly discharge 
responsibilities for the maintenance and replacement of 
stiles and gates.

Ongoing LO, NFU, CLA High
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Policy MN4  

Promote partnership working to improve the management of rights of way and develop the social, economic and health benefits and 
opportunities associated with increased use of the network.

Area Actions NNPA6

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

92
Develop new partnership working arrangements to deliver 
the economic, social and related benefits associated with 
increased use of the rights of way network.

Medium Term ONE, NTo, 
 NE, NNPA Medium

93
Identify cross border routes that offer opportunities to 
support local businesses, and work with partners to 
establish how these might be implemented.

Medium Term SBC, NNPA,  
TF, CCC Low

Policy MN5  

Support active involvement by community and user groups in the care and management of local path networks.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

94 Explore the feasibility of developing a scheme similar  
to Parish Paths Partnership. Medium Term PC, LAF, UG Medium

Policy MN6  
Allocate resources for the management and improvement of public rights of way with reference to the priorities defined in the listed Action 
Priorities for Developing and Improving the Network.

Ref Action Proposed Priority Partners Cost

95 Work with all partners to refine and agree priorities for 
investment in improving the rights of way network. Short Term ALL High

Copyright Gavin Duthie/
Northumberland Coast AONB
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1. Processing Definitive Map 
Modification Orders
DMMO applications will normally be processed in the order in which 
they are received, except in the following circumstances where orders 
may be prioritised where:

•  The public is prevented from using the route and there  
is reasonable evidence that a right of way exists

•  An upgrade of the status of a route will offer significant  
benefits to a wider number and type of user

•  The recording of a right of way will significantly enhance  
the network by providing a missing link or safe alternative  
to a busy road

•  Down grading the status of a route will provide significant 
protection to an area of environmental or historical significance, 
which is currently under threat. 

2. Dedications and Creation 
Agreements
Northumberland County Council has powers to accept dedication 
of a new right of way, under Section 25 of the Highways Act 1980. 
Agreements will be considered where:

•  The public’s enjoyment of the network is enhanced significantly 
and/or provides a safer route for the public

•  A dedication avoids the need to make a Modification Order, 
satisfies the evidence of that order and enables the earlier 
recording of the route on the Definitive Map and Statement

•  Significant benefits for the public with limited mobility  
can be achieved

•  Significant costs incurred in other rights of way functions  
can be avoided.

•  The requirement forms part of an obligation under the  
Town & Country Planning Act 1990, Section 106.

Maintenance liability will normally only be accepted by  
the Council where:

•  It can be demonstrated that the public’s enjoyment of the network 
is enhanced significantly by the addition of a path

•  No initial expenditure by the Authority is necessary to bring a path 
into a fit state for public use

•  Limitations on the public on use of the route are not onerous.

3. Progressing Public Path Orders
Applications for Public Path Orders (PPO’s) will normally be supported 
by the Council where the proposal for the new route is generally no 
less convenient to the public. PPO’s will be processed in the order in 
which they are received, but priority may be accorded to proposals in 
accordance with this policy where:

•  The public’s enjoyment of the network is enhanced significantly 
and/or provides a safer route for the public

•  Significant benefits for the public with limited mobility  
can be achieved

•  It provides a reasonable means to remedy anomalies  
on the Definitive Map and Statement

•  The Council, in its capacity as the Local Planning Authority, is 
making an Order under the Town and Country Planning Act 1990.

•  Significant costs incurred in other rights of way functions  
can be avoided.

4. Width of new routes
Public Path Orders and Agreements will specify the width of the 
path being created or diverted and on confirmation, the width will 
be recorded in the statement to the Definitive Map. Path width shall 
normally be a minimum of:

•  1.5 metres for footpaths

•  3.0 metres for bridleways.

Framework for processing DMMO’s  
and accepting Dedication and  
Creation Agreements.

Appendix 1

Copyright Gavin Duthie/
Northumberland Coast AONB
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Best Value Performance Indicator 
Returns 2006/07

Appendix 2

* The 36 paths assessed in this row are also included in the figures for Alnwick, Berwick and Tynedale  
The BVPI guidelines advise that figures can be taken as accurate with a 5% discrepancy either way.

Area No. of paths  
surveyed % easy to use signposted/way 

marked adequately

% free from 
unlawful 

Obstruction

% paths with 
surfaces and lawful 

barriers in good 
repair

District

Alnwick 82 79 87 89 91

Berwick upon 
Tweed 60 65 75 73 88

Blyth Valley 12 58 58 83 92

Castle Morpeth 39 77 90 92 92

Tynedale 148 75 84 87 90

Wansbeck 9 89 89 100 100

Northumberland 
National Park* 36 64 78 83 81

Northumberland 350 72 83 86 91

Byways 10 80 80 100 100

Bridleways 82 77 85 88 90

Footpaths 258 73 82 85 90
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A Framework for the management  
of byways open to all traffic

Appendix 3

Policy on the management  
of byways -Northumberland  
County Council will:

•  Ensure wherever possible that Byways Open to All Traffic fulfil 
their maximum potential for balanced and safe recreational use 
subject to environmental considerations

•  Ensure wherever possible that Byways Open to All Traffic are  
free of obstructions and available for public use

•  Seek to adopt standards of maintenance within available 
resources on Byways Open to All Traffic appropriate to the usage 
which can be reasonably expected and subject to environmental 
considerations

•  Introduce voluntary restraint agreements on individual 
Byways Open to All Traffic for defined time periods or to allow 
maintenance works to be undertaken following consultation 
with parish councils, landowners, user groups, other relevant 
organisations and the general public

•  Consider making a Traffic Regulation Order on occasions where  
a prima facia case exists for restricting the use of Byway Open  
to All Traffic by some classes of user. Occasions may include:

• Where advice has been received from English Nature that there 
is a significant risk of damage to a site designated for nature 
conservation purposes

• Where a preliminary inspection undertaken by the Council, 
following a complaint from the public or as part of a routine 
survey, has revealed a significant problem with safety, 
landscape impact or conflict between users that is not 
immediately resolvable by other means

• Where it has not proved possible to reach agreement on 
voluntary restraint and a significant problem remains 

•  Undertake an assessment and pre-order consultation as set  
out in the management framework in order to gather information 
on which to base its decision as to whether to make a Traffic 
Regulation Order

•  Consider making a temporary Traffic Regulation Order, where 
an overriding concern exists that there is an immediate risk 
of significant and/or irreparable damage to a Byway Open to 
All Traffic, in order to carry out an assessment and pre-order 
consultation on which to base its decision as to whether to  
make a permanent Traffic Regulation Order. Where the Council 
has been unable to complete the assessment within the twelve-
month period, the Council may request the Secretary of State to 
direct that the order shall continue in force for a further period of 
six months.

Copyright Gavin Duthie/
Northumberland Coast AONB
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Rights of Way – An Accord between 
Northumberland County Council and 
Northumberland National Park Authority. 
April 2007

Appendix 4

Purpose
The purpose of the Accord is to provide a framework for the 
two organisations to work together to manage and improve the 
public rights of way network in the National Park and enhance 
the contribution that rights of way can make to National Park 
purposes. By working together with a common set of goals we 
can jointly deliver improvements that assist visitors’ enjoyment 
and understanding of the National Park, and in doing so 
contribute to the local economy; helping to sustain our local 
communities. The promotion of recreation and increasing the 
use of the public rights of way network can also help to increase 
levels of physical activity, thereby improving public health for local 
people and visitors alike.

The Accord provides the structure for the development of detailed 
action plans which will guide the practical action required to 
resolve rights of way issues at the local level.

Developing the partnership
For many years Northumberland County Council (the Highway 
Authority) and the Northumberland National Park Authority have 
worked together on managing access within the National Park. 
This Accord has been prepared with the objective of widening 
and deepening the scope of that partnership.

•  The Accord will have an important role in delivering the National 
Park’s second statutory purpose of ‘promoting opportunities for 
the understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of the 
area by the public.’

•  The provisions of the Countryside and Rights of Way (CRoW) 
Act 2000 have also informed the preparation of this Accord. 
There is a particular requirement for partnership action in 
the implementation of the Rights of Way Improvement Plan 
and in supporting the work of the Local Access Forum. The 
Strategic Objectives of the Rights of Way Improvement Plan for 
Northumberland which outlines the Highway Authorities priorities 
for the management of the rights of way network are summarised 
in the Schedule of the Accord.

The need to recognise the role of rights of way in sustaining 
rural communities is a thread running through this document. 
The importance of the relationship between rights of way and 
sustainable communities was brought into sharp focus during  
the outbreak of foot and mouth disease in 2001, which had a 
major impact throughout Northumberland. As such, this accord 
makes a key contribution to the delivery of the Sustainable 
Community Strategy for Northumberland and the Local Area 
Agreement.

Our shared objectives
There is much common ground in the aims, policies and purposes  
of Northumberland National Park Authority and Northumberland 
County Council.

The Northumberland National Park Authority
The second statutory purpose of the Northumberland  
National Park Authority is ‘Promoting opportunities for the 
understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of the area 
by the public.’ One of the key ways of achieving this is through 
adding value to the Rights of Way network. 

Working with the community and partners, the organisation 
aims both to achieve National Park purposes and build a more 
sustainable economy, grounded in the special qualities of this 
National Park.

We think this is a practical way to give effect to the intention of 
the Environment Act 1995 (as amended); which gave National 
Park Authorities revised purposes and a new duty towards the 
local economy and community. Our views echo the “Review of 
English National Park Authorities” which was published by the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in July 2002. 
The Review creates a new and clearer framework for National 
Parks. It sees us working in an integrated way with local and 
central government and public agencies.

Implicit in this vision is the recognition that well maintained and 
well promoted public rights of way are of value to people who live 
and work in the Northumberland National Park, as well as those 
who visit.

The Highway Authority
The responsibility for rights of way in the County falls on the 
Highway Authority, which has a wide range of statutory duties  
to protect and maintain rights of way and additional discretionary 
powers to support rights of way management functions.

The Highway Authority manages a network of 5000 kilometres 
of rights of way, of which 18% fall within the boundary of the 
Northumberland National Park. We recognise that public rights 
of way play a valuable role in sustaining local economies and 
communities, while at the same time enabling local people and 
visitors to appreciate Northumberland’s diverse landscape and 
cultural features.
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In carrying out its work the Highway Authority is aware of its 
duty to have regard to the purposes of National Park designation 
(S62 Environment Act 1995). The Highway Authority will ensure 
account is taken of Park purposes when coming to decisions 
or carrying out its rights of way activities in partnership with the 
National Park Authority. 

Northumberland National Park and Countryside Joint 
Local Access Forum (JLAF)

The JLAF was established in May 2003 by Northumberland 
National Park and Northumberland County Council under the 
Countryside Rights of Way Act (CROW) 2000. Both organisations 
contribute to the running costs of the JLAF, with the National 
Park hosting the post of Secretariat. Following the disbandment 
of the North Pennines AONB Local Access Forum in summer 
2005, it was agreed that the two organisations would assume 
responsibility for the area that lies within the Northumberland 
County Boundary for a trial period. This will be reviewed in  
March 2007.

Responsibility for Public Paths
The Highway Authority, National Park Authority, landowners  
and occupiers all have legal duties and responsibilities for  
public rights of way.

The Highway Authority is responsible for:

•  Asserting and protecting the public’s rights to enjoy public  
rights of way

• Ensuring that rights of way are free from obstruction

• Maintaining the surface of public rights of way to a standard 
commensurate to the type and level of use made of the path  
by the public

•  Ensuring that structures on rights of way are safe to use  
by the public 

•  Ensuring that rights of way are signposted where they  
leave metalled roads

•  Keeping the Definitive Map and Statement up to date

•  Making Public Path Orders under the Highways Act 1980

•  Managing publicly maintainable bridges. 

The landowner/tenant is responsible for:

•  Providing and maintaining stiles and gates in accordance with the 
standards set out in the National Park Authority’s Public Rights of 
Way Structures Specification, Northumberland County Council’s 
‘Field Guide to Rights of Way Structures’ and British Standard 
5709:2001

•  Preventing the obstruction of rights of way by overhanging 
vegetation or crop growth

•  Reinstating ploughed public paths within 14 days of disturbance.

The National Park Authority works principally with 
landowners to assist them with:

•  Provision of and maintenance of stiles and gates and seeks to  
add value to the statutory work of both the Highway Authority  
and landowners by providing support through

•  Undertaking signage of public paths

•  Helping to ensure that rights of way are not obstructed and, 
where necessary, undertaking preliminary work prior to formal 
enforcement procedures in discussion with the Highway Authority

•  Waymarking paths where the route is unclear

•  Progressing applications for Public Path Orders and undertaking 
landowner/occupier, Parish Council and user group consultation 
prior to the making of Public Path Orders by the Highway 
Authority

•  Deploying additional resources to add value and improve the 
quality and ease of use of the Rights of Way network, and to 
promote enjoyment by the public of the Park where it assists 
National Park purposes

The National Park Authority has been granted powers relating to 
the management of public rights of way through Part III, Schedule 
9, Paragraph 11 of the Environment Act 1995 (as amended) and 
the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. It is 
likely that the Authority would only invoke the use of these powers 
if it was unable to reach agreement with the Highway Authority 
to use its powers to undertake necessary work e.g. Traffic 
Regulation Orders and public rights of way creation agreements.

Our shared priorities
We have identified the following objectives for enhancing  
the rights of way network in the Northumberland National Park.

Objective One
To keep the Definitive Map and Statement under continuous 
review and record the line and legal status of all highways 
required to be shown on the map

•  Make Legal Event Orders at least twice a year

•  For all applications to amend the Definitive Map and Statement 
decide whether or not to make a Modification Order within  
12 months of receipt

•  Prioritise all applications for Modification Orders where the 
public’s alleged rights are being prevented from being exercised

•  Confirm all Modification Orders (where the public’s alleged rights 
are being prevented from being exercised) or submit the Order to 
the Secretary of State for determination within 30 months of the 
receipt of the application

•  Seek the dedication or creation of public rights of way by 
landowners on the backlog of alleged routes subject to 
applications for modification orders where the public’s rights  
are not being prevented

•  Produce an annual programme of work.

Objective Two
To work closely with major public bodies and other 
landowning interests to ensure that all public rights of way 
are open and available for use so that any user is able to:

•  Find the start of any Public Right of Way

•  Follow the line of any Public Right of Way, if necessary with the 
help of waymarks, a guide-book or an Ordnance Survey map

•  Use any Public Right of Way in accordance with its  
recorded status.
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In doing so, we undertake to ensure that:

•  All footpaths, bridleways, byways and restricted byways are 
correctly signposted where they leave a metalled road

•  All Public Rights of Way are clear of obstructions, misleading 
notices, other hindrances or impediments to use

•  Bridges, stiles, gates and other required items of rights of way 
furniture are in place where required; are all safe and convenient 
to use; and to the standards set out in the specification 
documents

•  The surface of all Public Rights of Way are in a suitable condition 
for the use they are expected to receive

•  All Public Rights of Way are inspected regularly by the 
Northumberland National Park Authority on behalf of the  
Highway Authority

•  Waymarks or signposts are provided at necessary locations and 
are adequate to assist users

•  Changes are made to the network as and when necessary 
through creation, diversion or extinguishment of paths

•  Assistance is made available to farmers and landowners to 
maintain stiles and gates, explain other statutory duties and help 
resolve conflict.

Objective Three
To publicise the network of rights of way by developing  
and promoting a range of routes which meet the following 
criteria: 

•  Promoted routes are made available offering a range of 
opportunities for short/middle/long distance recreation

•  Promoted routes are made available as far as practicable for all 
legitimate users

•   A wide range of information (map boards, leaflets, guidebooks, 
etc) is provided, published or endorsed some of which 
incorporate the principle of visitor payback

•   Information is distributed effectively

•   Information used by and meets the needs of target audiences

•  Arrangements in place to monitor and maintain high standard of 
promoted routes

Implementation of actions 
The Northumberland National Park and Highway Authority will work 
together in partnership to deliver our shared objectives

The critical step between this Accord and action on the  
ground will be an annual joint action plan agreed between the 
Northumberland National Park Authority and Northumberland County 
Council. This will set out the specific actions which each organisation 
commits to achieve in each financial year.

The annual joint action plan will:

•  Reflect the strategic objectives of the Rights of Way  
Improvement Plan 

•  Identify planned major structure and surfacing priorities for the 
forthcoming year

•  Identify input from the National Park Authority on projects

•  Share information of mutual interest and develop networks 
between relevant colleagues

•  Disseminate good practice and achievements, and seek to use 
the National Park as an exemplar of sustainability for the wider 
countryside

•  Pool resources and collaborate to secure external funding

•  Engage with other partners to improve delivery of shared aims

•  Involve local communities in development and delivery

•  Ensure that bi-annual meetings are held between the National 
Park Authority and Highway Authority to develop an agreed 
action plan and monitor its delivery 

•  Reflect progress towards appropriate indicators, consistent  
with other national and local measures.

Schedule 1
Rights of Way Improvement Plan  
Strategic Objectives (2006 – 2016)

Ensure the network of legally defined rights of way in 
Northumberland reflects contemporary demands, is  
accurately recorded and is in a condition which is  
fit for purpose.

Identify improvements to the management and promotion  
of the rights of way network which are of importance to  
the recreational, health and transport requirements and  
aspirations of all Northumberland’s residents and visitors.

Enhance the range, type and accessibility of information  
available on Northumberland’s rights of way network for  
local people and visitors.

Work in partnership with all relevant interest groups to  
manage, enhance and promote the rights of way network.
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