Agenda Iltem No: 9

Public Rights of Way — Adoption of Completed Maintenance Hierarchy

To: Highways and Transport Committee
Meeting Date: 14 October 2025
From: Deputy Chief Executive and Executive Director of Place and

Sustainability

Electoral division(s): All
Key decision: No
Executive Summary: This report outlines the outcomes of an engagement activity on the

proposed Public Rights of Way Hierarchy which took place in June
and July 2025, including details of steps taken to integrate feedback
from stakeholders into the final Hierarchy.

Recommendation: The Committee is recommended to

a) Approve the adoption of the finalised rankings of the Public
Rights of Way Hierarchy as set out in paragraph 3.5 of this
report and Appendix 1;

b) Approve the introduction of proactive maintenance inspections
for key Public Rights of Way, as outlined in paragraphs 3.9 to
3.12 of this report; and

c) Delegate authority to the Executive Director of Place and
Sustainability, in consultation with the Chair and Vice-Chair of
the Highways and Transport Committee, to make any future
changes to the Walking and Wheeling, Cycling and Public
Rights of Way Hierarchies following the conclusion of the
respective trial periods outlined in this report.

Officer contact:

Name: Dan Ashman

Post: Highway Records and Definitive Map Manager
Email: daniel.ashman@cambridgeshire.gov.uk
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Creating a greener, fairer, and more caring Cambridgeshire

The creation of an Active Travel Hierarchy aligns with the following Strategic Framework
Ambitions.

Ambition 1 (net zero carbon emissions for Cambridgeshire by 2045 and our communities
and natural environment are supported to adapt and thrive as the climate changes).

Development and adoption of an Active Travel Hierarchy will help support modal shift by
making highways safer and more attractive for walking, cycling, and wheeling. This will help
reduce car use, with resultant reductions in carbon from transport.

Ambition 2 (travel across the county is safer and more environmentally sustainable).

Development and adoption of an Active Travel Hierarchy will help support modal shift by
making highways safer and more attractive for walking, cycling, and wheeling. This will help
reduce car use with resultant reductions in congestion from transport and promoting
physical and mental wellbeing.

Ambition 4 (people enjoy healthy, safe, and independent lives through timely support that is
most suited to their needs).

Making regular journeys on foot, by bicycle or other active means boosts health.
Maintaining roads and highways infrastructure in ways that supports active travel helps
support health improvement by making walking, cycling, and wheeling a more attractive
travel choice. Resultant reduction in motor vehicle journeys help reduce traffic congestion,
reduce air pollution leading to increased air quality and reduced noise levels, which further
supports increased physical and mental health and wellbeing. A Public Rights of Way
Hierarchy further supports this aim by enabling effective utility journeys and promoting
leisure and recreational access in the countryside.

Background

On 23 January 2024, the Highways and Transport Committee received a report introducing
proposals for an ‘Active Travel Network Maintenance Hierarchy’ — referred to in this report
as an ‘Active Travel Hierarchy’.

A subsequent report was presented to the Committee in December 2024, which outlined
the steps that had been taken during 2024 to develop the Active Travel Hierarchy, including
a data-led assessment of all highways within Cambridgeshire, an officer-led review, and a
public consultation. The paper also outlined the feedback received from the consultation.

A further paper was presented in March 2025, which resulted in the adoption by the
Committee of the final Walking and Wheeling Hierarchy and the final Cycling Hierarchy,
alongside a delegation to enable the Executive Director of Place and Sustainability to make
updates to the Hierarchies, as necessary. The Committee also approved, as a trial,
measures for changes to reactive maintenance standards on the highest ranked routes in
the Walking/Wheeling and Cycling Hierarchies.
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Since the March 2025 committee meeting, trial maintenance measures have been
undertaken, and an engagement exercise has been completed regarding the creation of a
Public Rights of Way (PROW) Hierarchy. Details of both are outlined below.

Main Issues

Development of the Public Rights of Way Hierarchy

The Active Travel Hierarchy comprises three sub-hierarchies which represent the diverse
types of travel that take place on the highway network: a Walking and Wheeling Hierarchy,
a Cycling Hierarchy, and a Public Rights of Way Hierarchy.

The PROW Hierarchy ranks public rights of way according to their importance to users. Its
purpose is to identify the most important public rights of way across the county so that
highway maintenance activities can be targeted where they are most needed.

The PROW Hierarchy will form part of the Active Travel Hierarchy and will support the
prioritisation of capital maintenance schemes and changes to maintenance standards.

During spring 2025, a draft PROW Hierarchy was developed using a series of data and
map-based criteria. These criteria are outlined in Appendix 1. The draft Hierarchy also
considered feedback received about specific PROW during the public consultation on the
Active Travel Hierarchy, which took place in 2024.

From 6 June 2025 to 31 July 2025, the Council engaged with key local stakeholders to
collect information about which public rights of way communities considered to be most
valuable. This included writing to all parish councils and County Councillors, as well as
other stakeholders noted in Appendix 1, part 1.

Officers have assessed all feedback received and where appropriate the Hierarchy has
been amended to reflect the comments provided by stakeholders. A summary of the
feedback received is set out in Appendix 1 part 1.

A map-based review of all school catchment areas has been undertaken by officers. Any
Public Rights of Way that provide a direct alternative to on-road walking or cycling routes
towards a school site from residential areas within the catchment have had their rankings
increased. This has resulted in a further 221 Public Rights of Way countywide having their
rankings uplifted. These are listed and shown on a map in Appendix 1, part 3. Engagement
with the education team will continue regarding the identification of the highest priority
routes within this subset of the Public Rights of Way.

The final draft PROW Hierarchy can be seen in an online map, while maps for each district
area, showing the full Hierarchy rankings, are attached at Appendix 3. The PROW
Hierarchy rankings that have been changed because of feedback received from the
engagement exercise are listed in Appendix 1, part 2.

Parishes will be formally invited to comment further on the rankings of PROW within the
Hierarchy on a two-yearly basis commencing from 2027. This will enable parishes that were
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unable to respond to the engagement questionnaire this summer to have input to the
ongoing development of the PROW Hierarchy. Officers will continuously review the
appropriateness of rankings in the PROW Hierarchy and where appropriate will seek to
alter rankings, with the agreement of the Chair and Vice-Chair of the committee, as per
recommendation (c). Any changes will need to be carefully considered as they may have
budgetary implications.

Maintenance on Public Rights of Way

The final rankings in the PROW Hierarchy will be integrated into the capital maintenance
prioritisation scoring system for Public Rights of Way. This will ensure that the importance
of specific Public Rights of way to stakeholders are a factor in determining which capital
investments are prioritised on the network.

From 1 April 2026, those Public Rights of Way ranked in the top category of the Hierarchy

will be subject to an annual officer inspection. The Highways Operational Standards (HOS)
will be updated to reflect this commitment, which will result in 160km of the PROW network
being inspected proactively.

This will lead to officers ordering required maintenance works identified during inspection to
address issues such as vegetation overgrowth. This is a significant improvement, as to date
all Public Rights of Way have only been inspected reactively following customer reports of
defects.

In addition to proactively inspecting the priority routes, the Hierarchy rankings will be used
to prioritise which Public Rights of Way are cut as part of the Council’s annual vegetation
clearance programme. This allows work to be delivered on highest priority routes first,
noting that biodiversity requirements relating to wildlife preservation and nesting birds must
be observed. This is in response to the 2024 Active Travel Hierarchy consultation, which
found that 52% of respondents felt vegetation overgrowth was a key maintenance concern.

Maintenance relating to the Walking and Wheeling Hierarchy and the Cycling
Hierarchy

In March 2025, the Committee approved the adoption of the Walking and Wheeling
Hierarchy and the Cycling Hierarchy. Since that time, a trial of maintenance measures has
been underway.

The trial has involved carrying out additional safety inspections on a selection of highly
ranked routes from both Hierarchies, and prioritising responses to reported defects on
routes ranked in the top two categories of both Hierarchies.

This is in response to feedback from the public consultation in 2024 which showed that the
surface condition of active travel routes was the most significant concern for respondents.

To date, this has resulted in repairs being ordered on the highest ranked routes covered by
the trial. Since 1 April 2025, orders to the value of £259,000 have been raised in relation to
surface defects on the highest priority routes in both Hierarchies.

Further assessment of carriageway defects has been undertaken using data collected by a
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road scanner tool. This is an in-vehicle camera that records road condition, identifies
potholes, and has been in trial use on key inspection routes countywide. Data collected
between 3 July 2025 and 18 August 2025 has been used to assess the potential impact of
changes to reactive maintenance measures.

Following review, it is proposed that the safety inspection frequencies are adjusted so that
routes ranked 1 in the Active Travel Hierarchy will all receive monthly inspections, and
routes ranked 2 will all receive 3-monthly inspections, whilst maintaining the current
intervention levels. This will result in an additional 71km of highway receiving a monthly
inspection and an additional 214km of highway receiving a 3-monthly inspection.

These changes will deliver noticeable improvements to user experience on the most heavily
used areas of the Active Travel network and will ensure that intervention level defects are
identified and actioned more swiftly.

It is proposed that these changes will come into effect from 1 January 2026. This allows
time for the new asset management system to become embedded within the service and
our maintenance teams to acclimatise to this new way of working.

A series of maps are attached at Appendix 2, which show the highways that would be
inspected at the increased frequencies outlined in Paragraph 3.19 from 1 January 2026.

Alternative Options Considered
Alternative options include:

(a) Do not adopt the Public Rights of Way Hierarchy. This is not recommended. The
creation of hierarchies of maintenance for Public Rights of Way is advised in the Code
of Practice for Well Managed Highways Infrastructure. It is known that several PROWSs
in Cambridgeshire are well-used for active travel purposes, and it is therefore
appropriate to include PROW within an overall Active Travel Hierarchy. The
development of the PROW Hierarchy will enable the Council to better support active
travel, as well as supporting the promotion of healthier lives by identifying and
prioritising valuable rural PROW. The Hierarchy has been developed to reflect the
Council’s priority routes for active travel as well as incorporating stakeholder feedback.

(b) Do not implement revised inspection regimes for Walking and Wheeling and Cycling
Hierarchies. This is not recommended as analysis of road condition data has shown that
prioritised maintenance interventions on the Active Travel network are justified. The
recommended revised measures to be incorporated into the HOS will help to maintain a
good network condition for active travel users, by improving the Council’s focus on the
surface condition of prioritised routes. This reflects the key concerns of respondents to
the public consultation carried out in 2024.

Conclusion and reasons for recommendations

This report concludes the development of the Public Rights of Way Hierarchy. Approval and
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adoption of the PROW Hierarchy would enable implementation in time for the capital
maintenance prioritisation exercise for PROW investment in 2026-27. The PROW Hierarchy
has been developed after analysis of relevant spatial datasets and with the incorporation of
stakeholder feedback.

The report outlines proposed reactive maintenance measures to be implemented for roads
on the Walking and Wheeling and Cycling Hierarchies which can be absorbed within
existing available budgets. Approval and adoption of these measures would enable the
Council to better support active travel by prioritising repair of defects on highly ranked
routes without unduly increasing financial pressures. Approval of the recommendations
would reflect the Council’s progressive approach to active travel and supports the Council
in striving to meet its strategic ambitions for sustainable travel, net zero and healthier lives.

Significant Implications

Finance Implications

The changes to inspection frequencies proposed in this report are intended to be delivered
with existing resource and within existing budgets, therefore there are no direct significant
implications.

Legal Implications

The Council’s duty to maintain public highways, as specified in the Highways Act 1980,
remains unchanged by the introduction of the Active Travel Hierarchy. It is not intended to
reduce the standard of maintenance on any of our highways as part of the Active Travel
Hierarchy for walking, cycling or PROW.

The Council is not aware of any challenges to wider government policies and legislation on
active travel which could affect the implementation and development of the Active Travel
Hierarchy or the PROW Hierarchy.

The Council undertook a public consultation on the Active Travel Hierarchy in 2024 and
sought feedback from key stakeholders on the PROW Hierarchy in 2025. All responses
have been conscientiously considered in the formulation of the Active Travel Hierarchies for
Walking and Wheeling, Cycling and PROW.

Risk Implications

The subsequent assignment and adoption of new reactive maintenance standards across
the Hierarchy will introduce a new risk area by implementing new standards that will be
publicly available and which the Council will therefore be expected to uphold in managing
its highway network by stakeholders.

Any potentially heightened expectations will need to be managed within the existing
budgetary framework for highways maintenance with budget allocations in one area
needing to be offset elsewhere. It is possible however that a more targeted approach to
maintenance of active travel routes will offset this pressure.
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Equality and Diversity Implications

There are positive implications for equality and diversity. By introducing a system for
prioritising maintenance on the most important active travel routes, the Council will be able
to better respond to defects and issues on those assets most valued by the wider
community. The introduction of the Walking and Wheeling Hierarchy and Cycling Hierarchy
were considered as part of an Equality Impact Assessment (EqlA) carried out prior to the
December 2025 Committee report.

An EqlA has been completed in respect of the PROW Hierarchy and is attached at
Appendix 4. The EqlA has identified certain actions required to help explore how the
benefits of the PROW Hierarchy can be extended to groups less able to directly engage
with the authority or those who would most benefit from its introduction. It is proposed that
these actions are taken up as part of a future review of the Active Travel Hierarchy.

Source Documents

Agenda Iltem 7 (Active Travel Network Maintenance Hierarchy) — January 2024

Agenda Item 10 (Active Travel Hierarchy - adoption of completed Hierarchy) — 4 March
2025

Well-managed Highway Infrastructure: A Code of Practice

The Council’s Active Travel Strateqy
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