
 
 

Guidance on Public Rights of Way Affected by 
Coastal and Estuarine Change or Management  
 
The purpose of this guidance:  

 To ensure public rights of way issues are properly addressed in any coastal 
(including estuarine) works affecting them.  

 To give guidance on how Suffolk County Council will prioritise public access routes 
affected by other coastal and estuarine change  

 To encourage all parties to integrate public rights of way and flood defence 
priorities. 

 
The scope of this guidance:  
This guidance is relevant to anyone who manages or advises on land management 
affected by coastal change.  This will include land owners and managers, local councils, 
community groups, the Environment Agency and a range of other stakeholders. 
 
This guidance maybe superseded when Coastal Access, to be introduced under the 
Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009, is implemented around the coast of England.  
However, there is currently no indication of when this is likely to be implemented in Suffolk. 
 
The guidance will form part of a broader information pack produced and distributed by the 
Environment Agency for land managers.   
 
The guidance is likely to develop over time as coastal policies and practices evolve.  
 
Background 
Public rights of way are a highly valued aspect of the Suffolk coastline, providing health 
and recreational benefits, a major attraction to the area for local people, visitors and 
tourists and contributing significantly to the local economy.  Everyone has a role to play to 
safeguard future public access wherever possible. 
 
Many rights of way run along coastal cliffs or on top of coastal/estuary flood defences.  
Several areas of the coast are vulnerable to erosion and rights of way have been, and will 
continue to be, lost.  Likewise, defences are vulnerable to degradation through natural 
processes, usage and reduced maintenance. 
 
Public rights of way are public highways and are protected by law, under the Highways Act 
1980. It is an offence for anyone to disturb or damage the surface of a public right of way 
without lawful authority.  The county council as the Highways Authority is the legal body 
with responsibility for rights of way matters.  
 
Suffolk County Council wants to ensure that its commitment to working with communities 
to protect the coast does not conflict with its statutory duties and policies in respect of 
public rights of way, and that as far as possible the two commitments are balanced 
sensibly.  



There are three broad scenarios where rights of way could be affected by coastal or 
estuarine change: 
 

1. Maintenance or improvement of defences which also support rights of way. This 
work may be led by land managers or the Environment Agency. 

 
2. Managed realignment, where there is deliberate action to realign defences. This will 

generally be led by the Environment Agency. 
 
3. No active intervention, where nature is allowed to take its course – either on eroding 

coasts or where defences are allowed to degrade due to lack on ongoing repair and 
improvement.  

 
Guidance for those involved in coastal management where there are public rights of way 
Rights of way are public highways and covered by the legal requirement for works to be 
approved by the highway authority (Suffolk County Council).  This will include both 
temporary closure of the right of way during the works and consent for any works affecting 
the surface of the right of way. 
 
Similarly, all works on coastal defences require legal consent from the Environment 
Agency, (and in some cases may also need consent from the Marine Management 
Organisation, the local planning authority or Natural England).  The Environment Agency is 
responsible for ensuring the structure is fit for the purpose of flood defence.   
 
The following guidance addresses the three coastal change scenarios and your 
responsibilities in relation to rights of way: 
 
1) Maintenance and improvement of defences:  
Where a public right is affected, the scheme instigator/co-ordinator should liaise with 
Suffolk County Council's rights of way team from the outset to ensure integration of 
highway legal requirements and priorities.  
 
An application form and guidance (see annex 1) for consent to work on the highway 
should be completed by the applicant for approval by the County Council. 
 
A surface finish, foundation and width will need to be agreed with the rights of way team, 
who will be responsible for giving consent for this work. They will have regard to advice 
received from the Environment Agency and, if appropriate, the local planning authority and 
Natural England. 
 
Whilst the finish will depend on local circumstances, the surface should be suitable for use 
in most weather conditions. 
 
The width should be 2.5m total on rebuilt walls (equating to a 2m walkable width) where 
the existing width is 2.5m or greater.  However, the county council accepts that achieving a 
2.5m total width may not always be possible. 
 
Where the existing width is less than 2m the county council will seek a widening of the 
usable width, as part of the works, where practicable. 
 
The county council will accept less rigorous conditions where usage of the right of way is 
low.  



 
The surface and width of works on any bridleway on defences will be considered on a 
case by case basis. 
 
Where the right of way has to be closed temporarily, the county council will expect an 
alternative access route to be provided, wherever practical. 
 
2) Managed realignment affecting rights of way:  
Suffolk County Council will expect the Environment Agency or scheme owner to provide 
and fund the provision of an alternative route for the right of way, based on the principles 
below, as part of the overall project management for the scheme. 
 
3) Where rights of way are threatened by loss through natural processes (no active 
intervention):   
See principle a) below.  
 
Suffolk County Council will work within the following principles when dealing with rights of 
way on the coast/estuaries:- 
 
a)  Where rights of way are affected by managed realignment, natural processes or a 
decision not to maintain defences, the county council will adopt a cost/benefit based 
approach to agree what measures are suitable for a particular right of way. This approach 
will reflect the importance of the right of way.   

 
The approach might range from effective abandonment if it is a low priority right of way, to 
working with land managers to try to provide an alternative route if the value and usage of 
the path merits it.  

 
In exceptional cases, on higher priority routes, the county council may consider creating an 
alternative route by order, or investing in the maintenance of the defences in order to 
protect the right of way. 
 
Where alternative or new rights of way are to be provided, the county council will seek a 
route closest to the coast/estuary giving permanent dry access.  The county council will 
seek an equivalent access experience for users, offering a continuous route, sensible 
direct links, quality and similarity of experience to that which is being lost, having regard to 
the interests of land managers and nature conservation. This will require an order making 
process.  
 
b)  Suffolk County Council will not unreasonably withhold consent or add unnecessary 
burdens to those undertaking works, beyond the guidance contained in this document.  
 
c) Suffolk County Council's rights of way team will provide guidance to applicants on 
priority routes – i.e. those needing to be wider/better surfaced. 
 
The team will work closely with applicants to agree the surface/width conditions and 
ensure the consent form is completed correctly  
 
d)  Suffolk County Council will work with all relevant stakeholders to ensure that public 
access and flood defence priorities are properly discussed and aligned wherever possible 
and that investment achieves maximum benefits for all concerned. 
 



e)  The county council will ensure these guidelines are widely disseminated to all 
stakeholders involved in managing coastal change.  
 
 
Timescales:  
The county council will give priority to applications for works on public rights of way on the 
coast.    
 
Once completed satisfactorily it will generally take about 8 weeks to process both the 
consent and temporary closure. 
 
Fees:  
There will be no cost for obtaining consent from the highway authority for works affecting 
the surface of the right of way. 
 
However, due to the legal requirement to advertise publicly before issuing a temporary 
closure, there will be a maximum cost of £770 for processing the Temporary Closure 
Notice.   
 
 
Contacts:  
 
For general advice on Suffolk County Council’s coastal policy contact: 

Jane Burch  
Flood and Coastal Policy Manager 
Economy Skills and Environment  
Endeavour House, Russell Road, Ipswich, IP1 2BX.  
Telephone: 01473 264782 Mobile: 07595 091 325 
jane.burch@suffolk.gov.uk 

 
For specific advice on coastal public rights of way, contact: 
 

Annette Robinson  
Area Rights of Way Manager 
Environment and Transport Environmental Services 
County Buildings, Street Farm Road, Saxmundham, IP17 1AL.  
Telephone 01728 403007 
annette.robinson@suffolk.gov.uk  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Annex 1 – application form and guidance to do works on a public right of way 



 
 
 

Application for Permission to do work on a Public Right of Way (Public 
Footpath, Bridleway, Restricted Byway or Byway Open to all Traffic). 

 
If you wish to do work on a public right of way, you must get permission from Suffolk County 
Council (the Highway Authority).  Public rights of way are protected by law – it is an offence to 
disturb or damage the surface of a public right of way without lawful authority.  

Work must not proceed before written permission has been given by this Authority. 

Applicant Details 
Name: 
 

Organisation: 
 

Address & postcode: 
 

Phone nos: 
 

Email: 
 

 

Agent details e.g. consultant/land agent acting on applicants behalf 
Name: 
 

Organisation: 
 

Address & postcode: 
 

Phone nos: 
 

Email: 
 

 

Applicants interest in the land (tick) Owner Tenant Other – see below 
Other:  Confirm that you have permission from the legal owner of the land for your works. 
Name & address of landowner if different from applicant 
 

 

Location of proposed works – enclose a location map and provide grid references 

Our Ref. No. 



 

 

Purpose and description of works 
Include a full and detailed description of what is intended, a proposed specification for the work, the 
extent of the works, site photos, how the work will be carried out etc.  Note, we may require a 
method statement as to how the work will be done. Please attach any supporting information which 
will help us evaluate your proposal. 
 

 

Reinstatement of path surface 
Describe fully how you will reinstate the path surface. 
 

 

Details of contractor 



Name: 
 

Organisation: 
 

Address & postcode: 
 

Phone nos: 
 

Email: 
 

Do you hold Public Liability Insurance held for working on the public highway? Yes No 

Value of Public Liability Insurance  £ 

Policy number  
 

Timetable 

Proposed start date:  Proposed finish date:  

Duration of works: 
 

Hours working on site (weekdays/weekends/evening): 
 

 

Future Responsibility 
Who will be the person/organisation responsible for maintaining the works in the future? 
Name: 
 

Signature: 
 

On behalf of: 
 

Date: 
 

 

Site Safety Management 
Describe how you will manage the site to ensure the safety of the public using the highway.  If you 
are blocking the path, then you will need to have a temporary closure – see guidance notes. 
 

 

Temporary Closure 
Do you need to close the highway during works? Yes No Not applicable

Start date for closure:  Closure End date:  

Provide invoice details if different from Applicant 
 

 



Other Consents 
Other consents may be required to do works: Yes No Not applicable Date given 
Planning permission (district council)     
Assent to work on a SSSI (Natural England     
Flood defence consent     
Permission from other landowners     
Statutory undertakers (underground cables)     
 

Declaration 
I/we apply for permission to carry out the works as described in this application.  I confirm 
that the works will be carried out in accordance with current Health & Safety Regulations, 
the Environmental Protection Act and Waste Regulation.  I agree to give Suffolk County 
Council at least seven days notice of the commencement of works. 
Name: 
 

Signature: 
 

On behalf of: 
 

Date: 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
Guidance to applicants 

 
Application for Permission to do work on a Public Right of Way (Public 
Footpath, Bridleway, Restricted Byway or Byway Open to all Traffic). 

 
Introduction 
 
If you wish to carry out work on a public right of way, then you must get permission from 
Suffolk County Council (the Highway Authority).  Altering the surface of the right of way, for 
example by laying stone or tarmac is the most common type of work requiring permission.  
 
Public rights of way are protected by law.  Suffolk County Council is responsible for the 
maintenance of the surface of a right of way and ensuring that it is fit for the public to use 
it.  It is an offence to disturb or damage the surface of a public right of way without 
lawful authority.  This is covered by the Highways Act 1980 s 263 (1) and s 131A 
 
How to Apply 
 
This form serves two purposes –  
 

• To seek permission from Suffolk County Council to carry out work on a public right 
of way (no fee attached to this) 

 
• To apply for a temporary closure of the right of way, if necessary – fee applicable 

see below 
 
In completing the form, please make sure that you provide all necessary details so that a 
prompt decision can be made. 
 
Location of proposed works 
Provide maps showing the general location and also the detailed location of where you 
want to work 
 
Purpose & Description of works 
Make sure that you provide enough detail of what you plan to do, including specifications, 
details of materials, methods of working, drainage.  Please also include the reason for 
making the change, e.g. to harden the surface with recycled Type 1 road planings to 
create a mud free access to my house. 
 
Details of contractor 
Any contractor working on the public highway must be competent and have public liability 
insurance in place.   
 
Site Safety Management 
Please note that the public have a right to use the path at all times.  If you cannot carry out 
your work whilst allowing the public to pass safely, then you must apply to close the path 
using a Temporary Traffic Order.   If the work involves powered machinery, excavators, 



tree work or working at height, then it will normally require a closure.  For work of these 
types, please contact the Area Rights of Way Office. 
 
Indicate on the form whether you wish to apply for a temporary closure.  Clearly indicate 
the start date for the closure and an end date, allowing yourself some contingency time.  
Please note that you must allow 12 weeks notice for the closure order to be processed and 
will cost £770.  The bill for this will be sent to the applicant unless you indicate otherwise 
(i.e. to agent or contractor).  Please do not send payment in advance. 
 
Other consents  
The checklist is to guide you in planning your project. 
 
Permission given by Suffolk County Council for works on a right of way does not imply 
planning permission or consent from other bodies such as the Environment Agency (river 
walls, coast defences, main watercourses) or Natural England (working on Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest).  It is your responsibility to ensure that you have all the appropriate 
consents in place before commencing works. 
 
Application Fees 
 
There is no charge for applying to Suffolk County Council for permission to do works on a 
right of way 
 
There is a fee of £770 for the application process for a Temporary Traffic Order (temporary 
closure).  This fee cover internal administration time and external adverting costs (in East 
Anglian Daily Times). 
 
Completed applications should be sent to:- 
 
East Suffolk       West Suffolk 
 
Rights of Way & Access Team    Rights of Way & Access Team 
Suffolk County Council     Suffolk County Council 
County Buildings      West Suffolk House 
Street Farm Road       Western Way, 
Saxmundham,      Bury St Edmunds 
Suffolk       Suffolk. 
IP17 1AL       IP33 3YU 
Tel 01728 403059      Tel. 01284 758660 
email:prow.east@suffolk.gov.uk    email:prow.west@suffolk.gov.uk 
 
 
Determination 
 
Assuming all the necessary information is provided, your application will be dealt with 
within two weeks of receipt.  Please note that if you require a temporary closure of the 
path, then it may take up to 12 weeks for this to be processed. 
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