
Definitions of Path Problem Codes & what to Look for 
 

Ideally, we want to monitor everything that affects our use of footpaths , but in practice, Path Checkers 

should concentrate on the most serious impediments to path usage. For example, a slightly rusted signpost 

should perhaps be replaced, but with the limited budgets that most council ROW departments have 

nowadays, it would be better if the available funds are spent on more important or urgent matters.  

 

SP - Signposts  

Where a right of way leaves a metalled road, there should be a signpost pointing in the right direction and 

clearly visible. The arm should be securely attached to the pole, and the pole firmly in the ground. In some 

cases, footpaths overlap routes with other designations and these should be appropriately signposted e.g. 

bridleway, byway or cycleway. 

 

WM - Waymarking 

Waymarking is a means of indicating the line or direction of a path at points (other than at a metalled road) 

where it may be difficult to follow. It is also used to indicate promoted routes like long distance paths, 

circular walks and nature trails. There should be sufficient clearly visible waymarking between signposts to 

enable a walker with an O/S Explorer map to follow the path without the need for accurate measurements or 

compass bearings. Natural England recommends a standard system of colour-coded arrows - yellow for 

footpaths, blue for bridleways, red for byways open to all traffic and plum for restricted byways. 

 

GS - Gates and Stiles 

Gates on a public footpath (where there is no stile) should be unlocked and reasonably easy to open. Kissing 

gates should not be too tight or difficult to use because of persistent puddles in them. The British Standard 

test is that it should be possible to manoeuvre a 1m diameter cylinder through. It should be noted, though, 

that kissing gates up to the British Standard remain a rarity; even many of the new metal gates don't comply. 

 

Stiles should be stable, free of exposed barbed wire and other hazards, reasonably easy to use, and should 

have one or two steps as appropriate for the height of the stile. If the height of the bottom step greatly 

exceeds the British Standard of 30 cm (1 foot), it should be reported. Horse stiles (2 bars at ground level 

across the path) can be used where there is a proven need to deter motorcycles. 

 

Gaps in fences and hedges should be at least 0.9m wide (1.5m for bridleways). Current British Standard 

practice is to give preference to gaps over gates, to regular gates over kissing gates, and to all three over 

stiles. 

 

OG - Overgrowth (including 'undergrowth’) 

Overgrowth includes any natural vegetation encroaching on the path, though a certain amount must be 

expected in the growing season. There is a legal distinction between “overgrowth” (growing from the side or 

above, which is the responsibility of the landowner) and “undergrowth” (growing from the surface of the 

path, though excluding crops, which is the responsibility of the Council).  When reporting to the HA, as far 

as possible make it clear which it is. 

 

PL Ploughing  

Field edges (‘headland’ paths) must not be ploughed and the farmer must leave a margin of 1.5m for 

footpaths (3m for bridleways) that is uncultivated and free of crops. 

Farmers can disturb the surface of a path crossing a field (“crossfield paths”) where it is not reasonably 

convenient to avoid doing so, provided the path is restored within 24 hours of cultivation, or within two 

weeks of ploughing if this is the first such disturbance for a particular crop. The restored path must be 

reasonably convenient to use, have a minimum width of 1m for a footpath or 2m for a bridleway and its line 

must be clearly apparent on the ground. 

 

CR - Cropping  

At field edges, farmers must leave a margin of 1.5m for footpaths (3m for bridleways) free of crops. For 

crossfield paths the required widths are 1 metre for footpaths and 2 metres for bridleways. 



Be sure to report all problems with oilseed rape, maize or beans (the crops most likely to block paths 

completely). 

 

BA - Barriers (man-made) 

This category covers illegal obstructions interfering with the right of way, such as buildings, unlawful 

fences, electric fences, barbed wire across the path or too close beside it, gates that are unlawfully locked or 

tied up with rope, unauthorised stiles, notices intended to deceive (e.g. implying that the path is not public, 

that there is a “bull in the field” when there is none, etc),  

 

TR - Trees 

This category covers natural or accidental obstructions interfering with the right of way, such as fallen trees 

or branches. 

 

SF  - Surface 

The surface should be in reasonable condition, not heavily rutted or waterlogged. Although country paths 

get muddy in the winter, we need to report the problem if it is so bad as to render the path unusable. It is 

important to bear in mind that a path surface can become churned up quite legally if it is a byway, for 

example, and motorbikes or other vehicles are permitted to use it. Races and speed trials, however, are 

forbidden. There are no minimum widths for paths laid down in law, but the general rule of thumb is ‘wide 

enough for 2 people to pass by’. 

 

BR – Bridges 

This heading can encompass anything from footbridges over rivers, roads and railways, to simple planks or 

stepping stones across streams and ditches which should be safe and in good repair. Consideration should be 

given to places that would benefit from a form of crossing but where it is not present. 

 

RL - Rubbish and Litter 

Rubbish, litter and fly-tipping on public rights of way should be noted. If excessive and actually blocking 

the path, please report this as a matter of urgency (as it constitutes an illegal obstruction which the Council 

has a duty to prevent). 

 

UD - Unofficial Diversion  

A path is still available but it has been encouraged away from the legal line in some way. Major 

discrepancies from the correct line need to be reported to the council, especially if the correct line appears to 

have been deliberately blocked without a legal diversion, or an unsatisfactory alternative has been provided. 

For minor discrepancies no action need be taken at this stage provided there is a good path easily 

recognisable and usable close to the correct line. 

 

MS - Miscellaneous 

The above categories cover nearly everything that might be encountered, but occasionally other types of 

problem occur, such as illegal bulls (Ayrshire, British Friesian, British Holstein, Dairy Shorthorn, Guernsey, 

Jersey and Kerry bulls are illegal in a field containing a public path, as are bulls of any breed if 

unaccompanied by females), intimidation by a landowner’s dog, illegal bikers, etc. 

 


