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Urban Rights of Way Responsibilities 

What do we mean today by a 'right of way' ?

Most of our footpaths  emerged over the centuries in a predominantly rural setting and were the 
main ‘highways’ of their day.
In the countryside they still remain largely unchanged, criss-crossed now and then with wider 
highways to accommodate the age of the motor car.

In our towns and cities however the old rights of way network has been heavily truncated, with 
much of it orphaned,  submerged by modern industry and housing development. It is no longer any 
kind of connected network in its own right.

Does the overall responsibility of county councils for rights of way in England still make sense 
for town and country alike ?
Or is some sort of devolution now required for our urban areas ?

Climate change has led to more world-wide emphasis on both walking and cycling – which reduces 
congestion and pollution and benefits health.
The coronavirus outbreak has given even more weight to this, with thousands in ‘lockdown’ 
welcoming the relative freedom to roam their local streets.

The return of the motor car will have an impact on all this as it re-asserts its dominance in our towns
and cities.  Pedestrian freedom will be restricted by footways that are too narrow for any required  
‘social distancing’  and often having to be shared with parked vehicles.

What is to be done ?

We need surveys of all our urban streets to check on the suitability of pedestrian footways and 
examine whether footpath exits from those  streets are legally recorded rights of way. Much can be 
done from a desk or armchair, using Google Streetview and the appropriate County Council rights 
of way mapping portal.

We need the political will and urgency to do it.

Ramblers Charter for Walking Neighbourhoods

https://www.instantstreetview.com/
https://www.gov.uk/right-of-way-open-access-land/use-public-rights-of-way
https://www.ramblers.org.uk/get-involved/campaign-with-us/walking-neighbourhoods/charter-for-walking-neighbourhoods.aspx


Urban public footpath signs, both on the same road, but not  rights of way legally recorded by the 
county council 


