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Introduction 
 

An intractable problem for trail 
riders is the limited number of good 
(i.e. challenging, historic, 
interesting, free from other traffic) 
routes that can legally be ridden on 
motorcycles. Heavy usage of some 
routes led to complaints, and motor 
vehicles in the countryside are seen 
by some national park authorities as 
not being consistent with one of 
their primary aims of promoting 
quiet enjoyment in what is a 
protected landscape.  Proposals for 
legal constraints were put forward 
by the authorities but were put on 
the back burner when a ‘Hierarchy 
of Trail Routes’ (HoTR) was negotiated between interested parties.  This is how it was done – 
according to each of the two main negotiators. 

1. Assessing the situation 

Trail Riders National Park Authority 

We recognised that there was regular use of 
the routes crossing a number of the high 
passes in the Lake District.  Some of this use 
was by commercial organisations. 

It should be stressed that the routes were 
being used legally, but there was clearly a 
problem with some of the routes being badly 
eroded.  The National Park Authority has a 
duty to maintain public rights of way but 
resources were a problem. 

While we were aware of trail motorcycle use 
on certain routes in the National Park (and 
the south-west of Cumbria has a tradition of 
trail riding from the early 20th Century) it was 
4x4 use of two routes in particular that 
caused us most concern. These were Garburn 
Pass, a high fell route linking the Troutbeck 
and Kentmere valleys and Parkamoor, an old 
road running from the southern end of 
Coniston over into Grizedale Forest. It was 
commercial use of this route by large 
convoys of 4x4s, and the damage that was 
being caused, that led us to get in touch with 
relevant organisations in order to look for 
solutions. This was back in 1994 – 95. 

2. Starting Positions 

Trail Riders National Park Authority 

Quote: from the meeting ‘Four-Wheel Drive 
activity in the Lake District’ – January 1995: 
“For twenty five years we have tried to apply 
a legal framework to the solution of vehicular 
rights of way problems. It has been twenty 
five years of intellectual trench warfare with 

The issue of vehicle rights on unsealed roads 
and BOATs is a complex and contentious 
issue. We are not solely responsible for all 
‘green lanes’ so had to work closely with 
Cumbria County Council’s highways staff to 
look at maintenance or improvement works 



the battlefront doing no more than vibrate, as 
byways claims were won and lost. I don’t 
plan to spend the next twenty five years doing 
the same. The legal system applied to rights 
of way does not work; future generations 
deserve better”. 

and also to fund such works. We realised at 
an early stage that we would also need to 
include user groups and that it was best to 
work with national organisations/governing 
bodies as well as key local clubs in order to 
get them to agree to any management 
suggestions. 

As a National Park Authority we were (and 
still are) of the opinion that green road 
driving is not compatible with National Park 
purposes. The noise, intrusion and damage 
that vehicles can cause on routes that were 
never designed for them spoils both the 
enjoyment of others and the special qualities 
of the Park itself. Nevertheless it is a legal 
activity and was one that required managing 
at the time. 

3. Meeting and Opening Communications 

The HoTR model identified four principal tasks: 

- The identification of two project leaders representing the highway authority (or agent 
authority) and the vehicular users groups, both highly motivated to the objectives. 

- A sufficiently big, representational, influential and enthusiastic cadre of groups and 
people from motoring organisations. 

- A highway authority / agent willing to deal, in a constructive way, with recreational 
motorists as valid users of trail routes. 

The intention of all participants to treat this HoTR as an integrated package; cherry-picking 
ideas that suit one side must be avoided. 

Trail Riders National Park Authority 

In 1995, the local contact for the motoring 
organisation Land Access and Recreation 
Association (LARA), persuaded the Lake 
District National Park Authority to meet 
with LARA and Cumbria County Council 
(the Local Highway Authority) to discuss 
the management of 4 wheel-drive and 
motor cycle activity in the National Park 

We were fortunate that the local contact had 
worked at both ‘national’ and ‘local’ levels. He 
was also a rights of way/access practitioner 
with a pragmatic approach rather than a ‘legal 
eagle’, and this complemented our expertise in 
getting things done on the ground (all the while 
working within the constraints of rights of way 
legislation). It was from working with him and 
other local users that it became clear they 
wanted to involved in the whole process, be 
part of the solution, rather than part of the 
problem. From this we decided to take a more 
strategic and proactive look at vehicular routes 
across the whole of the National Park, rather 
than just concentrate on and react to the few 
problems we knew about.  

4. Getting Down to Business 

Trail Riders National Park Authority 

This led to the development of the Hierarchy We were looking at managing use on the 



of Trails project.  The participation of the 
motorists’ umbrella organisation involved 
these main elements: 

· A key user contact responsible to the 
HoTR Group. 

· User-led and user-driven solution 
seeking. 

· Reduction in Local Authority 
administrative burdens. 

· The involvement as active partners of all 
potential participant local motor clubs 
and groups. 

· Direct local authority access to known 
user-group representatives. 

· An immediate positive relationship with 
the local highway authority. 

· An immediate positive approach to 
solving genuine immediate problems, 
and avoiding future problems. 

· A high degree of legal and historical 
knowledge about trail-routes in the area. 

· A pool of manpower for surveys, repairs 
etc. 

· The use of LARA’s code of conduct and 
voluntary restraint systems. 

· Internal peer-pressure influence in 
particular troublespots.�

Volunteers helping with track maintenance 

ground so made it a principle of the HoTR 
that all work done was without prejudice to a 
route’s legal status. 

The first task was to carry out a survey of 
what the ‘green lane’ resource was in the 
National Park. We analysed the Definitive 
Map and the List of Streets to find out how 
many BOATs and unsealed Unclassified 
Roads we had and then set about surveying 
them. This was done by our Rangers and a 
local vehicle user so agreement could be 
reached at an early stage on route condition 
and what levels of use could be sustainable. 

We also set up an advisory group to oversee 
this work and invited a range of relevant 
organisations to be represented on what 
became the Trails Management Advisory 
Group. This included other user groups 
(representing walking and equestrian 
interests), other large landowners such as the 
National Trust and Forest Enterprise, local 
Councils, land managers and conservation 
organisations such as the Friends of the Lake 
District. 

Highway authority participation involved 
these main elements: 

· A senior officer responsible for the 
HoTR Group. 

· Reassurance to the motoring groups that 
their work is official and valued. 

· Authoritative representation by skilled 
authority staff when needed. 

· The necessary legal muscle behind the 
management: e.g. TTRO / TRO where 
necessary; the threat of closure if other 
management methods fail. 

· Official coordination and management 
of volunteer labour; protection of the 
wider environment. 

· Resources in things like base-mapping 
and access to records. 

· Provision of meeting facilities, including 
evenings and weekends. 

· Keeping the elected Members side of the 
Authority informed and satisfied. 

· Involvement of local people, and local 
press, to dispel rumours, explode myths, 
and to reduce conflict. 

 

 



5. Confronting Conflict 

The HoTR initiative developed in the knowledge that there were pressures from those who 
wished the initiative to fail. 

Trail Riders National Park Authority 

There was a traditional view held by some 
that any attempts to manage recreational 
vehicular use of the Park was implicit 
acceptance – even promotion – of the 
activity. But the LDNPA, as agent of the 
local highway authority, realised that it has a 
duty as a National Park Authority to consider 
the wider effects of motoring. It was 
anticipated that there may have been a 
perception that by being a partner in the 
HoTR initiative, the LDNPA may be seen to 
have weakened its position as de facto 
highway authority and custodian of the 
environment. But the contrary was the case. 
By expressing a willingness to participate, 
the LDNPA had firmly laid a responsibility 
on to the motoring organisations to 
demonstrate the ability to propose, execute, 
and deliver reasonable management measures 
in advance of unilateral measures being 
applied. By simply adopting an impartial, yet 
positive, position on motor use of trail routes, 
the LDNPA had created an ethos of active 
self-regulation among motor users.   

We recognised that it took no small measure 
of courage from the officers of the LDNPA, 
and later the committee members, to take up 
the idea of a management process for motor 
recreation. 

The main working principle for the HoTR 
was that of voluntary restraint. We did this 
because we agreed that using traditional legal 
means to determine a route’s proper status 
would do little to manage use on the ground. 
We did say, however, that if voluntary 
restraint did not work then other statutory 
controls could be used, such as Traffic 
Regulation Orders. Users were asked to 
comply with differing levels of control on 
particular routes. We also developed a more 
general Green Road Code of Conduct which 
contained general advice that was common to 
all routes. For example, 4x4s should drive in 
groups of no more than four and motorcycles 
in groups of no more than six. The original 
classification of routes was a generic one 
where routes were put into one of nine 
different categories ranging from what we 
called ‘free use’ i.e. sustainable at all times to 
all vehicles, through to no use for 4x4s. 

 

6. Route to Consensus 

At the heart of the Lake District HoTR initiative were four guiding principles: 

1. That recreational motor use of minor highways is a lawful pursuit that requires 
proper management, like any countryside recreational use. 

2. That the use of ‘hard position’ reactive management generally fails to deliver 
sustainable levels of fairness, adherence, and situation improvement. 

3. That motor users must understand and acknowledge that there is a constantly 
changing hierarchy of sustainability inherent in trail routes. 

4. Free from threat of claim and counter-claim by other user groups, vehicular users 
will be given the opportunity to apply reasonable self regulation on their own use 
of these ways. 

Recreational vehicle users are asked to comply with voluntary restraint controls. For example 
4x4s will be advised not to use certain routes or one way traffic will be recommended on 
others. 



Trail Riders National Park Authority 

LARA was led by the cardinal points in 
consensus management from the Consensus 
in the Countryside Conference, 1996.  

· Commitment to abide by outcomes. 

· Openness, honesty, truth. 

· Inclusiveness. 

· Shared responsibility for success. 

· Common information base. 

· Mutual educations and exchange. 

· Multiple options identified. 

· Decisions made by consensus. 

· Shared responsibility for outcomes and 
implementation. 

This classification was refined over the years 
and eventually 108 routes were classified into 
a colour coded red, amber and green system. 
Green routes were those that were not well 
used, were dead ends or we had not received 
any complaints on their use so the 
management principle was one of non-
intervention. Amber routes had moderate 
vehicle use, some complaints about that use 
and were more susceptible to damage. The 
red routes were those that were most heavily 
used, had the most complaints about that use, 
including conflict with other users and were 
the most badly eroded (see further details 
below).  

In short, these needed the most urgent 
management. We developed individual 
voluntary restraints for all the amber and red 
routes, done with vehicle user input, and 
signposted all these out on site. 

7. Reaching Consensus and Sustaining It 

All green routes are surveyed once a year while the amber and red routes are surveyed twice 
each year.  

The red routes are also monitored in detail for levels of vehicular use. Changes in condition or 
the number of complaints could lead to a route being moved into a different colour code. Lack 
of compliance with the voluntary restraints on the red routes may lead to more restrictive 
legal controls through Traffic Regulation Orders. 

Management of routes includes maintenance and repair, supported by volunteers, such as 
large-scale drainage and re-surfacing projects by the National Park Authority Field Teams 
and private contractors, and maintenance tasks carried out by volunteers and local users 
acting as voluntary lengthsmen. 

Trail Riders National Park Authority 

The principal requirement was that the 
project / initiative engaged joint leadership 
that had trust: the highway authority / agent 
and the local umbrella grouping of the 
motoring organisations. 

We developed monitoring strategies for route 
condition and levels of use. We deployed 
data loggers on 20 routes across the Park 
which, for the first time, gave us accurate 
records of the number of vehicles using these 
lanes. We used these, our route condition 
surveys and complaints from others as an 
evidence base on which to make decisions 
about the management of any particular 
route. 

Where compliance with voluntary restraint 
was not good enough or where route 
deterioration was apparent, we have used 
TROs to suspend vehicular use. Where 
possible, we tried to use TROs in a 
sophisticated way rather than go for 



permanent bans straight away. For example 
we had a discretionary TRO on the 
Parkamoor route which was based on a 
monthly inspection system and if the route 
was not in good enough condition to be used 
then it was closed for that month. We have a 
permit-based TRO where vehicles are only 
allowed to use the Pass one day a month and 
a seasonal TRO where a route that crosses 
two fords is closed during the salmon 
spawning season. We have also used 
temporary TROs to close routes for short 
periods while we carry out improvement 
works. 

What did we end up with? 

The Hierarchy of Trail Routes is an 
approach to manage the level of 
recreational motor vehicle activity on 
green roads through voluntary restraint 
rather than statutory legislation. The 
Hierarchy itself is a definition of the 
core network of trail routes and the self 
imposition on that network of a jointly 
agreed voluntary or statutory 
management structure which  reflects 
the many and various factors affecting 
each of the trail routes. Success is 
measured in the finding of a fair 
balance between free unregulated use 
of what are public roads, and 
acceptable self-imposed limitations 
which prevent trouble spots arising. 
The Hierarchy evolves and develops to 
deal with changing circumstances and 
local problems as they arise. 

The aim of the Hierarchy is not to 
promote use or stop it, but to eliminate 
irresponsible use. Between 1995 and 
1997, over 100 unsealed routes were 

identified and surveyed by rangers and local users, and then categorised by overall condition, 
likelihood of conflict with other users, proximity to buildings and livestock, and narrowness.  

 

There is a three-colour code system: 

1) Green routes 

· Proceed with caution  
· Sustainable for recreational motor traffic at all times **Recorded use is minimal and 

no problems or valid complaints over vehicular use identified  

2) Amber routes 



· Proceed with special care and attention and follow advice given by signs  
· Subject to moderate levels of use by recreational motor vehicles  
· A greater degree of sensitivity and responsibility is necessary to drive or ride them  

3) Red routes 

· Proceed only with great care and follow 
advice on signs explaining special controls 
in place  

· Experience significant use  
· Attract the greatest number of complaints 

regarding vehicular use  
· Under the greatest pressure  
· Subject to the greatest conflict between 

users and users and the environment.  

In 2007 Cumbria County Council has taken over the 
HoTR initiative and is planning to apply it to the 
whole of the county rather than just to the Lake 
District National Park. 

 

 

 


