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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