
PROTECTING OUR PRICELESS NETWORK OF 

 footpaths...

DURING the 
coronavirus 
lockdown, many of us 
were walking in our local 

countryside, sometimes for the first time, 
to take our daily permitted exercise. 
As a result, the network of footpaths 
surrounding our towns and villages has 
seen levels of usage possibly far greater 
than ever before and many have come to 
realise what a valuable resource they are. 

England’s footpath network is unique 
yet vulnerable. There are laws protecting 
public rights of way, but these rights have 
often been threatened by unscrupulous 
landowners and developers, by 
obstructions both unwitting and 
deliberate and sometimes by Mother 
Nature herself, so there is a need to be 
vigilant in their care and protection. 
We are fortunate in Derbyshire that the 
county falls within the area watched 
over by the Peak and Northern Footpaths 
Society (PNFS), the oldest surviving such 
society in the UK, and this is the story of 
how they have worked, and continue to 
work tirelessly, to protect the footpath 
heritage of Derbyshire and beyond.

The society was formed in 1894 
out of the Manchester Society for the 
Preservation of Ancient Footpaths, 
itself founded in response to a long 
court case relating to the attempted 
closure by a landowner of a footpath 
near Flixton, to the west of Manchester. 
The city and surrounding towns were 
home to countless workers for whom 
walking in the countryside was one 
of the few pastimes they could enjoy. 
To echo the words of the famous song 
about Manchester ramblers: “they may 
have been wage slaves on Monday, 
but they were free men on Sunday”. 

Yet the Peak District moors, so visible 
from Manchester across the rooftops on 
the eastern horizon, were the jealous 
preserve of grouse-shooting landowners 

and 
largely out of 
bounds to walkers. 
The subject of  public 
access to Kinder Scout was a 
hardy annual in the Manchester 
newspapers every summer. In 1894, 
an anonymous letter in the Manchester 
Guardian suggested that the courts were 
ineffective in preventing the closure by 
landowners of old established rights 
of way on the moors and elsewhere. 
The people who opposed such action 
were short of funds and lacked the 
means to collect evidence. After a series 
of meetings in Manchester, the Peak 
District and Northern Counties Footpath 
Preservation Society was formed: seldom 
can a letter to a newspaper have had such 
immediate and long-lasting results! 

The first objective of the nascent 
society was to establish the existence of a 
right of way from Hayfield to Woodlands 
in the Ashop Valley, the now familiar 
Snake Path, which it achieved in three 
years when,  following the gathering 
of evidence from many previous users, 
endless meetings and hearings, the 
landowners finally conceded. One of 
the conditions imposed was that the 
society would erect signposts along 
the route to keep the walking public off 
surrounding private land, particularly at 
deviations, and this happily continues 
as an important role to the present day. 

The green cast aluminium signs of 
the PNFS have become a familiar and 
welcome sight to walkers  not just in the 
Peak District but all over the north-west of 
England. Further early successes included 
the prevention of the closures of footpaths 
due to the building of new reservoirs 
in the Upper Derwent Valley; plus the 
establishment of Doctor’s Gate – the old 

Roman 
road 
between 
Glossop, the Snake 
Summit and beyond – 
as a public right of way 
following closures by the 
landowner due to shooting.

It says much for the skill and 
adroitness of the society’s early 
officers that so much was achieved 
without legal action, as it was not until 
1929, when the society had been in 
existence for 35 years, that it actually 
fought a case in the courts.  The Benfield 
case became the first of many such 
disputes; it was clear to everyone that a 
right of way existed but the local council 
refused to act to establish it and/or 
remove obstructions placed on it by the 
landowner. Despite local demonstrations 
of up to 200 protesters, it was only 
when a member of the society took out 
a summons against the farmer and won 
the case that the dispute was resolved. 
Yet acting through diplomacy was, and 
still remains, the society’s preferred 
way to resolve issues involving rights 
of way, as proved to be the case when 
the Goyt Valley reservoirs were built. 

With the introduction of the Wildlife 
and Countryside Act 1981, the society 
was also given the remit to monitor 
proposed changes to the rights of way 

Steve Brown meets the volunteers who make sure 
                      the county’s rights of way remain just that!
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network in the counties of Cheshire, 
Derbyshire, Staffordshire, South and 
West Yorkshire, Lancashire, Greater 
Manchester and Merseyside. With 
the exception of the smaller Chiltern 
Society, the society is the only regional 
organisation to have government 
recognition under that  1981 Act.

To monitor proposed changes and 
to invoke legal proceedings where 
necessary, the society has appointed 
volunteer Courts and Inquiries Officers 
(CIOs), assisted by Area Officers, 
covering both individual and grouped 
council areas. The CIO for Derbyshire 
since 2008 is Rhoda Barnett, who was 
previously in charge of public rights 
of way management at Berkshire 
County Council, and gained a detailed 
knowledge of the legislation relating 
to footpaths, bridleways and byways. 

In 2019 alone, on behalf of the 
society, she made no less than 162 
responses to consultations on planning 
applications which might affect rights 
of way in Derbyshire! For a few of 
these proposals, there needed to be a 
wholesale re-think about how rights 
of way were to be accommodated.  In 
the same year, Rhoda also responded 
to 14 consultations on public path 
orders made by local authorities, where 
individual paths were proposed to be 
diverted or even extinguished, such as 
those around houses, fields or quarries. 

Rhoda works very closely with the 
society’s  volunteer footpath inspectors 
in Derbyshire, who aim to walk all the 
public rights of way in their parishes at 
least once every two years to check on 
their condition. Where faults are found, 
such as missing signposts or broken 
stiles, obstructions such as fallen trees 
or a fence erected across the path, the 
rights of way officers at the county 
council or Peak District National Park 
are advised by PNFS. If these problems 
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go unresolved for too long, PNFS serves 
legal notices on the relevant authority 
to try to secure a remedy. Sometimes, 
unfortunately, these cases can drag on 
for many years as local authorities and 
national parks struggle to manage their 
workloads on ever-decreasing budgets. 

Rhoda also works with the Peak 
District Green Lanes Alliance, of 
which PNFS is a member, to help 
ensure that walkers’ enjoyment of 
green lanes, often in or close to local 
villages, is not adversely affected 
by the use of off-road vehicles.

In 1968, the society changed its name 
to the Peak and Northern Footpaths 
Society but its aims remain the same. 
Today, 126 years on from its foundation, 
the society remains an energetic 
defender of the public rights of way 
network in its area of influence. 

It holds a large archive of documents, 
maps and correspondence at its offices 
in Stockport. In remote districts, far 
from the beaten track, the society’s 
signposts indicate the routes of the 
most inconspicuous footpaths, and 
virtually all have been erected with the 
assistance of members, who transport 
the tools for digging and erection by 

their own muscle, often carrying posts, 
signs, picks, crowbars and spades 
over miles of open country and rough 
moorland. There are now over 526 
signs throughout the society’s area 
and the number continues to grow.  

The society’s work continues 
because of the selfless efforts of 
those who recognise the value of the 
countryside, continuing a tradition set 
by its founder members. Let us hope 
that their successors, with the help 
of all of us who love walking in the 
outdoors, will continue to protect the 
network that allows millions of us to 
enjoy our green and pleasant land.  

Wherever they are in the 
county, every footpath is 

checked  at least once every 
two years by a volunteer 

‘footpath inspector’.


