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Access audit 2008: 1/3 coast with no secure access, remaining 2/3 with a stop/start pattern of 
availability.availability.

Coastal Access is Natural England’s legal duty – this is not a pilot scheme. MCA Act 2009 
amends 1949 National Trail provision; routes have the same status as National Trails (i.e. long 
distance route designated under 1949 Act powers). MCA Act 2009 also creates “rights” along 
the route which other legislation does not, such as the power to adjust the route where erosion 
occurs. 

Definitions: 

The coastal path is a line, 2m either side of which has access rights plus + seaward land to 
the coast. Natural England can propose extra spreading room landward side of route.

Spreading room – seaward of proposed route = ‘coastal margin’ over which there are public 
rights of access. But some is excepted land.

Excepted land – eg. land covered by buildings or curtilage of such land, land within 20m of 
dwelling, parks, gardens, racecourses, golf courses etc (Schedule 1 CRoW Act)

Roll back – as coast erodes, route is automatically re-positioned. If the original Coastal path 
was a Public Right of Way, once eroded it will cease to be a PRoW and becomes CRoW Act 
land with different rights, e.g. if the eroded route was a PRoW bridleway, the new CRoW route 
revert to access on foot only. Poss for s16 dedication by landowner and dedication of higher 
rights. Lobby trying to get higher rights to roll back was unsuccessful at Bill stage; but 
landowner can dedicate rolling higher rights. 

New power allows Natural England to exclude areas of saltmarsh or mudflat. But if locally used 
can be allowed. Temp routes can be chosen but usually the route proposed/chosen doesn’t 
need this.
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Work on other 5 stretches is progressing (Durham, Cumbria, Kent then Norfolk 
then Somerset – Somerset quite a way behind): we hope to go out to public 
consultation on draft proposals in relation to  the first three before the end of 
financial year (March 2012). 
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Different lengths and complexity – won’t all be finished at the same time. 
Timescales? Awaiting steer from minister. May not be as many as 5 stretches 
started each year.
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The lead stretches have been chosen by focussing on 3 key things:

1. geographical spread

2. link to the Olympics and 

3. a boost to local economies in most need
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Rivers: Natural England can recommend paths no further than the first 
crossing point (bridge or tunnel)

Estuaries: not legally required to include these but will consider recommending 
routes which may stop at a ferry or any other point between open coast and 
first bridge or tunnel (but unlikely to be that far). 
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Prep stage
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Environmental sensitivities include:

• Designated sites, e.g. SSSIs

• Heritage sites etc. 

Other examples of where strategic issues might arise: 

•flood management schemes by the EA; 

•river crossing points; 

•large developments (e.g. steelworks in Whitehaven being dismantled 
and replaced with housing)

Data is compiled using LA digital maps or OS maps. Historic env features, land 
ownership data etc. also collated.
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Tracing landowners: as PRoW issues: talk to neighbours � Land Registry 
search � post a Notice on the land. 
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The trail may be along on existing coastal path, or may follow a new route if 
there is no existing path or the existing path is not satisfactory (for example, 
not close to the sea)
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Land seaward of the route becomes part of the coastal margin and is 
accessible to public unless:

•It is a category of “excepted land” listed in the legislation e.g. Buildings 
and gardens,

•MoD secure land, or 

•NE excludes or restricts access to it. 

Trail is re-routed to avoid these.
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We have the option to propose further “spreading room” landward of the route 
too, as far as a physical feature like a wall or fence.
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Anyone can make a representation about a report. Stage 4 is the point at 
which members of public from outside of the affected local authority area can 
comment.

Only owners and occupiers can make an objection.

Objections are considered by a planning inspector appointed by the Secretary 
of State.

16



First 7 stages describe the process by which Natural England decides what 
local access provision to recommend

Final 3 stages describe what happens after the SoS has made a decision
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Above link has further links to FAQs and Defra’s website info
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