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1. Introduction

Recreational motoring on unsealed roads and byways is an emotive and complex 
issue. Some people think that motor vehicles should simply  be banned from un-
sealed roads and nothing is easily  going to change that view, but there is increas-
ingly  a ‘middle ground’ approach from highway authorities, which seeks to apply a 
considered ‘least restrictive approach’ philosophy to traffic management on our mi-
nor highways.

Over the last few years  two new factors have come to bear upon this  issue: the 
financial cuts  suffered by councils, and the increasing frequency of extreme weather 
events, leading to waterlogged ground conditions far more often than a decade ago. 
LARA has witnessed the increasing frequency with which it and some of its  Member 
Organisations have had to intervene where traffic authorities have initiated incorrect 
actions against legitimate motor vehicle access. This guidance, which has  been 
checked through exposure to legal opinion and peer review, is intended to be helpful 
to all concerned, and to avoid resort to the courts at great expense to all parties in 
terms of manpower and money. A proper understanding of the recreational traffic 
management process  can only be gained by reading the guidance in full, because 
this is an esoteric and complex business.

LARA believes that consensus management of motor traffic on unsealed roads, 
appropriate to the circumstances in each case, together with sufficient maintenance 
and a realistic expectation of what a byway should be like, is the way ahead.

This  is the first version of LARA’s Traffic Management Hierarchy, and we invite and 
welcome suggestions for improvement. LARA and its Members  are ready and willing 
to work with highway authorities, and I hope that this  positive attitude will be 
reciprocated.

John Richardson, Honorary Chairman of LARA.
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2. About LARA.

2.1. LARA is the Motoring Organisations' Land Access and Recreation 
Association and acts as a national forum for the principal groups in 
countryside motor sport and recreation. LARA does not organise events or 
act as any sort of governing body, but it does  assist its  members in a wide 
range of land access issues: policy, practice and problems. If you want to 
know more about motor sport and recreation - how to take part, land access 
issues, planning problems, etc - then either LARA or one of its member 
groups probably has the answers you seek.

2.2. LARA was formed in June 1986 for greater involvement in political action and 
the formalised procedures associated with land use planning and statutory 
environmental management, and to be more effective in securing the future 
legitimacy of motorcycle sport and recreation. These roles had previously 
been carried out ineffectually through informal consultative channels. 
Coincidental with this 1986 initiative was the publication of the Sports  Council 
report Providing for Motorsport - From Image to Reality. 

2.3. The report concluded that, long overdue, was: "...the formation of a national 
motorsport ... group which would, through an activist role, and through 
advocacy and persuasion, become a respected consultee on all aspects of 
the provision of facilities, and the control of, motorsports ..."
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2.4. Motorsport took that advice and created the Motoring Organisations' Land 
Access and Recreation Association (LARA). For over twenty-seven years 
LARA has operated to assist its member organisations in their own 
procedures and problems, acted as a unified voice to national and local 
government, and generally flown the flag for responsible motorsport and 
recreation in these increasingly restrictive times.

2.5. Motorsports (here meaning motor sport and motor recreation) are a product 
of twentieth century leisure patterns  and technology. They constitute a set of 
legitimate activities  whose attributes fall clearly within any commonly-held 
definition of sport. For participants and enthusiasts they are exciting, involving 
skill, physical exercise, achievement and great fun.

2.6. LARA's  prime role is  to act corporately on behalf of, and for the benefit of, all 
or any of its  members in ways which benefit from a corporate approach; on 
issues which may require skills, expertise, knowledge and availability which 
cannot always be retained or adequately exercised independently by member 
organisations. 
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3. LARA members and contacts.

You can find LARA at www.laragb.org and contact us initially at admin@laragb.org

LARA full member organisations.

Amateur Motor Cycle Association.  www.amca.uk.com

Association of Land Rover Clubs Ltd. www.alrc.co.uk

British Motorcyclists Federation (bmf). www.bmf.co.uk

Green Lane Association (GLASS). www.glass-uk.org

Motor Sports Association Ltd. www.msauk.org

Trail Riders Fellowship. www.trf.org.uk

Vintage Motor Cycle Club Ltd. www.vmcc.net

Vintage Sports Car Club. www.vscc.co.uk

LARA associate member organisations.

Association of Classic Trials Clubs (ACTC). www.actc.org.uk

Association of North Western Car Clubs (ANWCC). www.anwcc.org

Association of Northern Car Clubs (ANCC). www.ancc.co.uk

Association of South Eastern Motor Clubs (ASEMC). www.asemc.org.uk

Association of South Western Motor Clubs (ASWMC). www.aswmc.org.uk

Association of West Midland Motor Clubs (AWMMC). www.awmmc.org.uk

British Trials and Rally Drivers Association (BTRDA). www.btrda.com

Federation of British Historic Vehicle Clubs (FBHVC). www.fbhvc.co.uk

The Motor Cycling Club (MCC). www.themotorcyclingclub.org.uk
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4. Why traffic regulation?

4.1. The concept of everyday traffic – particularly vehicular traffic – being 
regulated by local government is not new. In 45BC a regulation was 
promulgated for the City of Rome, including this provision:

“The following regulation applies to streets, whether present or future, within 

the continuous  built-up area of the City of Rome. From next January 1 

onwards, no waggon is to be led or driven within this area during the daytime, 

that is to say after sunrise or before the tenth hour of the day – with the 

exception that this  provision does not apply to haulage or carriage of 

materials  (i) into this area for use in the building of temples or in other public 

works or (ii) out of the City, including the sites aforesaid, on any demolition 

work that is being carried out under contract with the public authorities. 

Exceptions will also be made to provide for particular cases.”

4.2. In Britain, with its traditional distrust of centralised government, traffic 
regulation before the motor era was largely by local byelaw, although national 
statute was brought to bear on matters such as  the weight of carts, the 
number of draught horses per vehicle, and the width of wheels. These 
provisions were intended to force the nature of the traffic to suit the generally 
execrable roads, rather than to oblige the inhabitants of any locality to 
improve the roads to meet the needs  of changing traffic. That was ‘the British 
way.’

4.3. The coming of (first) the pedal cycle, followed by the motor cycle and motor 
car, and then commercial motor transport, obliged a rethink as  to how the 
character of the roads and the character of the traffic were kept in step with 
each other. The first twenty years of the 20th Century saw a widespread, 
crude, ‘tar-spraying’ approach, primarily as a dust-control method. After 1920, 
with the first ‘Ministry of Transport’, came more planning and a quickly 
developing national and local model for road improvements, with the two 
decades leading up to the Second World War bringing the basis of the 
‘sealed road network’ as we know it today.

4.4. Once the private motor vehicle became relatively widespread – beyond the 
parson and the doctor – traffic regulation, in the sense of where vehicles 
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could be driven, started to become an issue. As Kenneth Graham’s The Wind 
in the Willows, 1908, clearly shows, the private motor vehicle was by no 
means universally welcomed on Britain’s roads – particularly in formerly quiet 
country areas. The Road Traffic Act 1930 was the first proper ‘motor traffic 
regulation’ provision, providing express offences  of driving motors  on 
footpaths, bridleways or open land, and also a system of regulating and 
prohibiting traffic on ‘motor roads’. This was first seen in ‘No Entry’ and ‘No 
Right Turn’ provisions in built-up areas, but it did also affect rural areas, and 
before the Second World War a ‘No Motors’ prohibition was put on a narrow 
unsealed road known as  ‘Jenkins’ Chapel’ in the Goyt Valley, with an 
exemption for RAC- and ACU-authorised competitive trials events. 

4.5. After the War, with the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 
1949 bringing in the ‘definitive map and statement of public rights of way’ and 
– for right or for wrong – the ‘Road Used as a Public Path’ (RUPP), there is 
little recorded instance of traffic regulation in the countryside. In the early 
1960s there was something of a campaign by walkers’ groups against motor 
cycle trials events (which events then had something of the character that is 
now called ‘trail riding’), and some agitation about motors on The Ridgeway 
(which concern dates back pre-WWII, as  well). Many RUPPs were in 
everyday and substantial use by everyday cars, trucks and motor cycles, and 
it was  only in the mid-to-late 1960s that the general improvement in roads 
triggered an evolution in road vehicles that made these increasingly less 
capable on rough roads; and so a new generation of drivers came along to 
whom the notion of driving a car ‘off road’ was alien and unsettling. 

4.6. In the late 1960s  the Japanese ‘trail bike’ arrived in Britain, sparking a 
noticeable increase in ‘green lane motorcycling’, even though the before-and-
after actual numbers were low – nationally just a few thousand participants, at 
the most. Just as pioneer competition motorists had sought out the worst 
roads to test their machines  and themselves  (and they did not have to look 
very far) so this new generation of ‘trail riders’ sought out the remaining 
unsealed public roads for the enjoyment of driving on these in a non-
competitive, exploring, way. In 1968 the Countryside Act set out to resolve the 
status of the RUPPs – deciding which were vehicular roads, and which not – 
in a further round of status-based traffic regulation, albeit somewhat poisoned 
by the ‘suitability’ and ‘hardship’ tests. In the twenty years from 1968 not 
much happened in the way of ‘traffic regulation orders’ in the countryside, but 
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circa 1986 things started to change with the arrival and increasing popularity 
of the imported ‘4x4 vehicle’, although people had been using Land Rovers 
on unsealed roads since the late 1940s, and MGs and similar pre-war 'sports 
cars'  a long time before that.

4.7. For the last twenty years, the use of traffic regulation orders (TRO) on 
unsealed roads has become far more widespread, leading in a considerable 
number of cases to concern from the motoring public that the making of 
orders has been variously unwarranted, inappropriate and unfair. The 
concerns expressed on all sides  of the ‘vehicles in the countryside debate’ 
have led to the introduction of government guidance (particularly ‘Making the 
Best of Byways’ – see below) and the extension of TRO-making powers for 
vehicular roads to the national park authorities, independent of the highway 
authority for the area of the national parks. In 2008 the decision of one 
national park authority to impose a set of no motors TROs led to a successful 
High Court challenge from motoring organisations  – not because some 
degree of traffic regulation is unnecessary, but because of the way the 
decision-making process was carried out – the alleged absence of ‘fairness 
and objectivity’ in the process. 

4.8. At the same time as legal challenges  have been mounted against 
unreasonable traffic regulation orders, a growing number of traffic authorities 
have evolved towards using much more sophisticated and problem-specific 
orders, thereby gaining the respect and engagement of the motorists. The 
pioneering traffic management programme in the Lake District, now spanning 
nearly 20 years, shows how highway managers and the users can work 
together if the will and determination are there. If this  works for some 
authorities, then it will (with limited exceptions) work elsewhere too. This 
guidance seeks to set out the checks and balances in the order-making 
process, and balances the use of orders against a highway authority’s 
general duty to all highway users, together with the availability of other 
management tools.
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5. The Traffic Management Hierarchy.

5.1. LARA has drafted a practical ‘Traffic Management Hierarchy’ which is 
founded upon a ‘traffic light’ categorisation of routes. This LARA approach is 
consistent with, and builds upon, the Government’s  advice in Making the best 
of byways . A practical guide for local authorities managing and maintaining 
byways which carry motor vehicles. December 2005.

5.2. At its  simplest, a traffic light approach has green, amber and red categories, 
but a hard distinction between these adversely affects the ability of well-
designed management tools  to achieve the desired outcome. The graphic 
below shows how there is a gradual distinction between the colour 
categories, rather than a sudden shift from one class to another.

5.3. This Hierarchy seeks to show how the various management measures 
available can be combined and varied according to the situation. The colour 
coding here is only indicative.

5.4. GREEN indicates a route that needs little, if any, formal traffic management 
by the traffic authority. A green route would generally be resilient (e.g. stone-
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surfaced and/or well drained) and where there is  a generally low level of non-
motor recreational traffic.

5.5. RED indicates  a route that is  genuinely so sensitive, either permanently, or 
for a period, that all non-access motor traffic is to be prohibited. A red 
classification is to be fairly, objectively and inclusively arrived at, and is not to 
be a preferred or default option, or the whole management process is 
devalued. On a red route consideration must be given to the impact of 
agricultural and forestry traffic.

5.6. AMBER indicates a route that has ongoing or occasional traffic management 
issues, and which generally needs a ‘tailored’ permanent traffic regulation 
order so as to find a sustainable balance of the different traffic uses, 
character, and maintenance. Short sections of what could be classified red, 
but are repairable at low cost, in an otherwise green/amber route, should 
result in an amber overall classification. Amber is  the widest and most 
sophisticated banding in this Hierarchy. 

Management 
Measure.

Characteristics and Virtues. Resource.

Individual 
common-
sense.

Cheap, flexible, applicable where 
needed, and engages the driver in 
the wider context of his activity. 
Unfortunately, common sense is 
lacking in some people (if it were 
not, we might not need speed lim-
its, or give-way lines, etc.) and ef-
fective management sometimes 
needs some bite.

Codes of con-
duct.

LARA Member Organisations have 
codes of conduct regarding driving 
on unsealed roads. LARA has an 
‘umbrella code’ that can be used 
by local authorities by agreement.

www.laragb.org.
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Police action 
against illegal 
and nuisance 
use.

The police and highway authorities 
are much more likely to have the 
assistance of the motoring groups 
in education and enforcement on 
red routes where such permanent 
orders are used only as part of a 
broad-spectrum management pol-
icy approach.

The police now have a 
wide range of powers 
available: Regulating 
the use of motor vehi-
cles on public rights of 
way and off road. 

A guide for Local 
Authorities, Police and 
Community Safety 
Partnerships 

December 2005

www.defra.gov.uk/wildl
ife-countryside/

Voluntary re-
straint.

Voluntary restraint has been 
shown to work well, particularly 
with drivers who are members of 
national organisations. LARA has 
a centrally co-ordinated, national 
scheme in place. No voluntary 
scheme can be 100% effective, 
just as few TROs are 100% effec-
tive.

Making the best of 
byways 

A practical guide for 
local authorities man-
aging and maintaining 
byways which carry 
motor vehicles 

December 2005

www.defra.gov.uk/wildl
ife-countryside/

www.laragb.org.

Notices. When an unexpected situation 
arises – e.g. flooding – the high-
way authority can by notice close 
the road affected for two periods of 
21 days, and if more time is 
needed to effect repairs, use that 
time to seek voluntary restraint, or 
make repairs.

Section 14, Road Traf-
fic Regulation Act 
1984.
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Pro-active 
maintenance 
and improve-
ment

The highway authority is under a 
statutory duty to keep publicly 
maintainable highways repaired fit 
for the ‘ordinary traffic of the 
neighbourhood’. The standard re-
quired is not high, and certainly 
does not demand sealed surfacing 
except in very rare cases.

Repair by voluntary groups is con-
sidered to be good practice where 
appropriate. Volunteer mainte-
nance and repair is valuable in 
bringing routes out of red classifi-
cation and into amber, and keep 
them there.

Section 36, Highways 
Act 1980.

Section 130, Highways 
Act 1980.

Making the best of 
byways 

A practical guide for 
local authorities man-
aging and maintaining 
byways which carry 
motor vehicles 

December 2005

Experimental 
traffic regula-
tion orders.

Something of a red herring as re-
gards minor road management. 
There has to be a ‘valid experi-
ment’, intended to provide traffic 
managers with information that 
they could not otherwise gain. 
Government guidance on misuse 
is clear.

Regulating the use of 
motor vehicles on pub-
lic rights of way and off 
road 

A guide for Local 
Authorities, Police and 
Community Safety 
Partnerships 

December 2005

Temporary 
traffic regula-
tion orders

Relatively expensive, slow and 
cumbersome, but may be neces-
sary to continue the period of a no-
tice, to allow works to be carried 
out.

Section 14, Road Traf-
fic Regulation Act 
1984.

Making the best of 
byways 

A practical guide for 
local authorities man-
aging and maintaining 
byways which carry 
motor vehicles 

December 2005
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Full-time, 
weather-
dependent 
traffic regula-
tion orders

Have been used successfully in 
(e.g.) Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire, 
and the Lake District, but demand 
the cost and complexity of making 
individual orders.

Section 1 Road Traffic 
Regulation Act 1984.

Making the best of 
byways 

A practical guide for 
local authorities man-
aging and maintaining 
byways which carry 
motor vehicles 

December 2005

Selective traf-
fic regulation 
orders

These typically restrict ‘larger/
heavier/wider’ traffic, e.g. prohibit-
ing 4x4s whilst not prohibiting mo-
torcycles. These are not uncom-
mon.

Section 1 Road Traffic 
Regulation Act 1984.

Making the best of 
byways 

A practical guide for 
local authorities man-
aging and maintaining 
byways which carry 
motor vehicles 

December 2005

All-motors traf-
fic regulation 
orders for a 
specific period.

The Motoring Organisations will 
not object to an ‘all-motors’ TRO if 
such is genuinely necessary for 
repair, consolidation, etc. Tempo-
rary orders might suffice?

Section 1 Road Traffic 
Regulation Act 1984.

All-motors traf-
fic regulation 
orders in-
tended to be 
permanent.

The Motoring Organisations will 
not object to an ‘all-motors’ TRO if 
such is genuinely necessary, and 
‘lower level’ management is 
proven not to work.

Section 1 Road Traffic 
Regulation Act 1984.
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6. Examples of ‘selective’ traffic regulation orders.

LARA holds examples of many traffic regulation orders, and this is a representative 
sample.

Authority. Location Type of order.

Bath & NE 
Somerset

Burledge. Locked gate excluding 4x4. Agreed number of 
‘open days’ in a year. Long-established classic 
trial facilitated. Order to be reviewed in time.

Bath & NE 
Somerset

Ringspit 
Lane

1-metre width access restriction, enforced by bol-
lards.

Cambridgeshire Witchford No motors with more than 2 wheels, 1 October-
31 May annually, plus the ability for the council to 
close the road at other periods due to extreme 
weather.

Cambridgeshire Wentworth. No motors with more than 2 wheels, 1 October-
30 April annually.

East Sussex Warbleton 
& others.

No motors with more than 2 wheels, 1 October-
31 March annually.

Hampshire Butser Hill No motors other than motor cycles due to narrow 
width and steep gradient.

Hampshire Swanwick No motors with 3 or more wheels, to prevent fly-
tipper access.

Hertfordshire Goose 
Green

TRO authorises a field gate across the BOAT with 
a motor cycle and horse gap at the side. When 
weather conditions require the council may lock 
the gate against 4x4s.

Kent Charing No vehicles except horse-drawn, pedal cycles, 
motor cycles, quadricycles.

Kent Snodland Motors prohibited except by permit.

Kirklees Birchen-
cliffe

No motors other than motor cycles and ‘invalid’.

Lake District Rusland 
Pools

Motors prohibited from the ford October-May to 
protect salmon spawning.
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Lake District Gatescarth 
Pass

Permit access system. 100-inch wheelbase 
maximum (due to tight bends). Motor cycles in 2 
directions, 4x4 in one direction. No 4x4 Decem-
ber through March.

Neath Sarn Helen No motors except between 31 May and 22 
August each year.

North Yorkshire Danby Duck Bridge. No ‘cars’.

Northampton-
shire

Nassington 
& others

No motors except motor cycles, and no horse-
drawn vehicles, between 1 November and 30 
April.

Northumberland Boulmer Minor highway - good through route for trail rid-
ers. Also serves as an access to the coastguard 
station. Problems with parked cars blocking ac-
cess. TRO introduced to prevent motor vehicles 
other than motorcycles passing along. Works well 
in practice.

Powys The Gap 
Road

No motors. Open periods for all vehicles, 1-31 
March and 1 September - 15 October, each year.

Powys Gywne y 
Fawr

No motors, exception for vehicles with fewer than 
4 wheels.

Powys The Monks’ 
Trod

No motors, exception for motor cycles.

Somerset Old Bristol 
Road, 
Shepton 
Mallet.

Serious problem of “new age travellers” occupy-
ing part of “cut-off” length of county road. Original 
proposal to TRO against all vehicles. Compro-
mise agreed to prohibit vehicles that cannot pass 
through a “horse gap” alongside the gate erected 
to enforce the TRO. SCC agreed to review the 
TRO after 3 years. SCC expressed regret at the 
loss of public rights, but regarded the case as 
“wholly exceptional”.

Suffolk Whepstead No motors except motor cycles and permitted 
traffic.

Suffolk Wordwell No motors between 31 October and 30 April.

Surrey Effingham Motors with ‘4 or more wheels’ prohibited.
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Surrey Ash Motors with ‘4 or more wheels’ prohibited, 30 
September - 1 May.

Swindon The 
Ridgeway

No motors except motor cycles, 1 October - 30 
April.

West Berkshire Beedon Motor cycles only. 4x4 prohibited.
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