


4.4 Leisure and recreation 
Introduction 
There is increasing policy interest being shown in the benefits to people’s health and 
wellbeing from regular active recreation. This section provides an overview of the 
many different opportunities for recreation in rural areas. It starts by examining levels 
of access to the countryside, then looks at key types of recreation. 

Access to the countryside 
There are around 188,700 km of public rights of way in England, the large majority of 
which (78%) are public footpaths giving a right of way on foot. 17% are bridleway 
giving access to pedestrians, horse riders and cyclists, 3% are restricted byways open 
to all types of traffic except mechanically propelled vehicles, whilst 2% are byways 
open to all traffic. 

Since 2000, with the implementation of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000, 
the public has gained access to around 566,300 hectares of ‘mountain, moor, heath and 
down’ and a further 369,000 hectares of registered common land (together accounting 
for 7% of England’s land area). 

Figure 4.4.1 shows the density of public rights of way and the location of open 
countryside and common land. Highest densities of rights of way occur between the 
Manchester and South Yorkshire conurbations, in the West Midlands and the counties 
of Somerset, Dorset and Sussex. Lower densities are found in the East Midlands, 
Yorkshire and the Humber and counties such as Devon and Norfolk. The largest areas 
of open countryside and common land occur along the upland spine of the Pennines, in 
the Lake District and on Dartmoor. 

In September 2007, following a consultation on proposals to improve public access to 
the English coast, the Government announced that legislation will be introduced giving 
the public the right to walk around the coastline. Prior to this announcement, a review 
by Natural England had found that 70% of the coast has some access provision but this 
is often fragmented, with approximately 1,000 places around the coastline where 
access on foot is interrupted.  Coastal access for cyclists, horse riders and others such 
as disabled vehicle users is poor, with only 7% of the public rights of way around or 
near the coast open to these people. 
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the public has gained access to around 566,300 hectares of ‘mountain, moor, heath and 
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for 7% of England’s land area). 

Figure 4.4.1 shows the density of public rights of way and the location of open 
countryside and common land. Highest densities of rights of way occur between the 
Manchester and South Yorkshire conurbations, in the West Midlands and the counties 
of Somerset, Dorset and Sussex. Lower densities are found in the East Midlands, 
Yorkshire and the Humber and counties such as Devon and Norfolk. The largest areas 
of open countryside and common land occur along the upland spine of the Pennines, in 
the Lake District and on Dartmoor. 

In September 2007, following a consultation on proposals to improve public access to 
the English coast, the Government announced that legislation will be introduced giving 
the public the right to walk around the coastline. Prior to this announcement, a review 
by Natural England had found that 70% of the coast has some access provision but this 
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5 www.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-countryside/issues/public/index.htm 
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Outdoor recreation 
The large majority of people living in England take part in some form of outdoor 
recreation. A survey conducted in 20076 found that a third of the adults surveyed had 
taken a walk in the countryside at least once in the preceding year and 17% had done 
so in the preceding month (Figure 4.4.2). Levels of participation in outdoor recreation 
were highest amongst people with children aged between 10 and 15, older 
independent couples and people with access to a car. Conversely, participation was 
lowest amongst people in the lower social classes (C2, D and E), single people aged 
35 or over without children, those aged 65 or over, people with a long-term illness or 
disability and members of non-white ethnic groups. 

Country pursuits 
Angling, horse riding and game shooting are popular pastimes in the English 
countryside. Research into freshwater angling by the Environment Agency7, found that, 
in 2005, a fifth of people in England and Wales had been fishing in the preceding 10 
years and 8% had done so in the preceding two years. Fishing is particularly popular 
with young people aged 12 to 15 (19% of those in the survey had been fishing in the 
last two years and a further 20% were interested in going fishing in the future). Figure 
4.4.3 shows that angling, as measured by the number of rod licences purchased in 
2007, is most popular in the Environment Agency’s Midlands and Thames regions. 

As noted in last year’s State of the countryside report, a survey by the British Equestrian 
Trade Association (2006) estimated that 4.4 million people (or 7% of the GB population) 
had ridden in the previous 12 months. Of these, 1.1 million are estimated to be ‘regular 
riders’. Since March 2005, everyone owning a horse in England has been required to 
register with Defra and obtain a ‘passport’ for each animal. Figure 4.4.4 shows the 
number of horses per 1,000 population registered with Defra by region (allocated to the 
registered address of the owner, not necessarily where the horses are kept).  It shows 
that the South East and South West have the highest numbers of registered horses, 

6 Outdoors on-line (September 2007) TNS Travel and Tourism. 7 Environment Agency, 2005. Public attitudes to Angling 2005. 
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6 Outdoors on-line (September 2007) TNS Travel and Tourism. 7 Environment Agency, 2005. Public attitudes to Angling 2005. 
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while numbers are very much lower in the North East.  The South West has the greatest 
number per head of population, followed by the East of England and the South East, 
while outside London, the North West has the lowest levels of ownership. 

A study for the British Association of Shooting and Conservation into the economic and 
environmental impacts of sporting shooting8 estimated that around 370,000 people 
regularly shoot game in England and that this activity supported around 54,000 full-
time equivalent jobs and influenced the management of over 8.5 million hectares of 
countryside. A breakdown of the amount of shooting taking place in each region 
measured as ‘gun days’ (Figure 4.4.5), shows that most game shooting takes place in 
the East of England, the West Midlands and the South East. 

Key summary points 
• The public has open access to nearly 1 million hectares of land, most of which is 

concentrated in the unenclosed uplands of England. Access to the enclosed 
countryside in the lowlands is provided along nearly 190,000 km of public rights 
of way, most of which are public footpaths. 

• Outdoor recreation is a popular form of leisure, with around a third of adults in a 
recent survey taking a walk in the countryside at least once a year. Participation 
in outdoor recreation is lowest in the lower social classes, amongst single people 
without children and those aged over 65. 

• Angling, horse riding and game shooting are popular country pursuits with direct 
impacts on the way the countryside is managed as well as providing a significant 
contribution to employment and the rural economy. 

See also (from recent State of the countryside reports) 

Recreation 

2007 Figure 4.3.7 Visits to the countryside, coast, and wood/ forest by Acorn 
Category 2006 

2007 Figure 4.3.8 Trips per year to the countryside coast or wood/ forest by 
access to a car 2006 

2006 Table 33 Extent of open access land in England, 2005 
2006 Table 34 Registered land defined as open countryside and registered 

common land under CROW Act 2000 
2006 Figure 85 Access to open countryside and registered common 

land (map) 
2006 Figure 86 Availability of open access land within 20 km 

8	 PACEC, 2006. The Economic and Environmental Impacts of Sporting Shooting. Research for the British Association 
of Shooting and Conservation, County Land and Business Association and Countryside Alliance, with in association 
with the Game Conservancy Trust. 
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4.5 Environmental quality 
Introduction 
Government has set targets for protecting and improving the quality of the environment 
in many different areas. As this section shows, the environmental condition of rural 
areas is generally improving, although pressure from development and transport is 
making the countryside a ‘busier’ place. 

The changing character of the countryside 
The ‘Countryside Quality Counts’ project was established following a recommendation 
of the Rural White Paper, 2000, to determine how the character of the English landscape 
is changing. In June 2007, the project reported on the second round of assessments of 
this change, covering the period 1999 to 2003. The assessment is based around the 159 
separate Character Areas in England and draws on a range of data such as the 
Countryside Survey, DCLG Land Use Change statistics, Defra’s June Agricultural Survey 
and Environment Agency river quality data. Using these data, a judgement is made on 
whether any observed change in the countryside is consistent or inconsistent with its 
landscape character. 

The Second Assessment report (Natural England (2007) Countryside quality counts: 
second assesment report) concluded that 61% of the character areas were diverging; 
that is, the character of the area was being transformed, with new patterns of 
settlement developing. The remaining 39% of the character areas were judged as 
maintained with the precious character of settlement remaining predominant in the 
landscape. Diverging areas tend to be either lowland landscapes or those associated 
with major route corridors whilst the maintained areas tend to the upland landscapes 
or landscapes associated with protected areas such as National Parks or Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty. (See Figure 4.4.8 in State of the countryside 2007) 

The tranquillity of rural areas and intrusion from development 
Tranquillity is often cited as one of the quintessential qualities of the countryside, 
especially when compared to urban areas. A methodology for showing the distribution 
of this tranquillity across England has been developed and a map was included in State 
of the countryside 2007 ( in Figure 4.4.9). During 2007, the Campaign to Protect Rural 
England (CPRE) published maps that used a different methodology to indicate the 
levels of visual and noise intrusion experienced by people across England (Figure 
4.5.1). These maps show the extent of the urban, industrial and infrastructure ‘shadow’ 
cast by built development (such as housing, warehouses, major roads, airfields and 
electricity power lines). They allow comparison of the level of visual and noise 
disturbance between the early 1960s, early 1990s and 2007 (Figure 4.5.2). 
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Analysis of the level of noise and visual intrusion for different types of rural and urban 
area shows that, as expected, urban areas have much higher levels of intrusion (Figure 
4.5.3), but that, over the period from the 1960s to 2007, the growth in the level of 
intrusion (or disturbance to tranquillity) has been much greater in rural areas. Even 
though Rural 80 districts still have the lowest levels, the area classified as ‘disturbed’ 
by noise and visual intrusion has increased by more than three-fold over the period, 
whereas in urban areas it has increased by no more than 40%. 

Cultural heritage 
A report by English Heritage on the state of England’s historic environment9 paints a 
mixed picture. On the one hand, the number of sites that receive protection as listed 
buildings, scheduled monuments and historic parks and gardens increased slightly 
between 2002 and 2007 and the proportion of buildings listed as Grade I and II* and 
judged to be at risk fell from 3.8% in 1999 to 3.2% in 2007. The greatest improvement 
was in Yorkshire and the Humber region and the only region with no significant 
improvement was the East of England. On the other hand, English Heritage found that 

9 English Heritage (2007) Heritage Counts report. 

there has been a fall of 13% in the number of starting apprentices and trainees in 
heritage-related craft skills in England between 2005/06 and 2006/07 and half of all local 
authorities surveyed in 2006 said they faced recruitment difficulties for management and 
professional posts in planning. Funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund declined by 13% 
and English Heritage grants declined by 11% in real terms over the period from 2001/02 
to 2006/07. This amounts to a total reduction in funding in real terms of £50 million. 

Air quality 
Air quality is measured as one of the 68 indicators of the Government’s Sustainable 
Development Strategy. Assessments are made of annual levels of pollution from 
particulates (PM10) and ozone (O3), the two pollutants thought to have the greatest 
health impacts, as well as the number of days on which levels of any one of a basket of 
five pollutants were ‘moderate or higher’. While pollution from particulates is less in 
rural areas than in urban areas due to lower levels of road traffic and industrial 
emissions, ozone levels tend to be higher since, in urban areas, it is destroyed by 
nitrogen oxides emitted from vehicles.  

There has been little change in pollution from particulates in rural areas (or in urban 
areas) in the last ten years. However, ozone levels tend to fluctuate significantly 
depending on the weather, more being created on hot, still, sunny days. The relatively 
cool summer meant that ozone levels were lower in rural areas in 2007 than they had 
been since 2001. The wet and cool summer was also responsible for a significant fall in 
the number of days when pollution (measured by a basket of five pollutants) was 
considered to be ‘moderate or higher’. Across rural areas the average number of days 
of moderate or higher pollution experienced was only 26 in 2007 compared to 56 days 
in 2006 and 40 days in 2004. 

River water quality 
River water quality is measured by the Environment Agency using a number of indicators 
and most of these continue to show an improvement in quality, following the long-term 
trend of the last 20 years. In general, rural rivers are in better condition than those flowing 
through urban areas although, as noted below, agriculture continues to be a major source 
of diffuse pollution (diffuse meaning that the precise source can not be identified). 

The overall chemical quality of rivers improved in 2006 compared to previous years, 
with falls in the length of river with high levels of phosphate, the majority of which 
originates in urban areas and from industry.  However, there was no significant 
improvement in the level of nitrate in rivers, much of which originates from agriculture. 
The regions with the highest levels of nitrate levels in river water (the Environment 
Agency’s Anglian, Midlands and Thames regions) are those where land use is dominated 
by arable farming. In these regions, 20% or more of river lengths were judged to have 
excessively high levels of nitrate, compared to less than 10% in other regions. 

Prosecutions for pollution incidents originating on farms have fallen significantly in 
recent years10 but one of the difficulties in tackling nitrate pollution is identifying the 
precise sources and activities that cause it. During 2007 the Government consulted on 
proposals to extend the area of ‘Nitrate Vulnerable Zones’ in England, bringing many 
more farmers within the controls on application of animal manures and nitrogen 
fertilisers that apply in these areas. A decision is awaited. Another approach to reducing 
the diffuse pollution of rivers and ground water has been the England Catchment 
Sensitive Farming Delivery Initiative which was launched in 2005. A key aim of this 
initiative is to raise awareness of diffuse pollution from agriculture and to encourage 
early voluntary action by farmers in 40 priority catchments across England and a 
further 20 project areas. These catchments are shown in Figure 4.5.4. In these areas, 
project officers have been employed to provide advice, workshops and demonstrations 
to farmers, backed up in the priority catchments by a capital grants scheme. 
10 Serious (category 1 and 2) pollution incidents to water in England and Wales, 1993 to 2006 
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