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Marine bill Q&a

Coasting the bill
The recent Draft Marine Bill has prepared the 
way for a complete trail and new access land 
around England’s coast. But how will it work?

What is the Draft Marine bill? It is proposed legislation that would 
reform how coastal and marine development in England is governed 
and includes a section (Part 9) on coastal access. Most of it deals 
with additions and alterations to two existing Acts: the Countryside 
and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CRoW) and the National Parks and 
Access to the Countryside Act 1949 (the 1949 Act).

What is the ‘Coastal access Duty’? At the core of the Draft Marine 
Bill are two separate objectives which together make up the ‘Coastal 
Access Duty’: the establishment of a long distance walking route 
around the whole of the English coast; and the designation of access 
land next to the route, called ‘spreading room’, with the same right 
of access that is granted to mountain, moor, heath and down land 
under CRoW.

Who decides where the coastal path will go? The route of the 
new trail will be determined by Natural England, who will make 
reports to the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (Hilary Benn MP). He has the final say.

Will the new coastal path follow existing routes like the South 
West Coast Path?
The route will follow and adopt existing public rights of way along 
the coast where they meet the relevant criteria. Where no existing 
paths fit these criteria, a new one will be created as close to the sea 
as possible, even if it crosses over ploughed land, golf courses, 
grassland or land with crops or trees growing on it.

Who decides where the new coastal access land will be?  
Natural England will include this in their reports to the Secretary  
of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, determining the 
route of the coastal path. 

What land will be included? All land from the route to the sea  
and any land adjacent to the foreshore that consists of cliffs, banks, 
barriers, dunes, beaches or flats. Land on the landward side of the 
route can also be included up to a physical feature such as a fence, 
wall, rock outcrop or woodland, if it makes the spreading room 
easier to determine on the ground.

Will the new access land be mapped in the same way as access 
land under CroW? No. One of the major benefits of using the 
1949 Act to set the coastal trail and spreading room is that it doesn’t 
require a mapping process such as that used by CRoW. Applying one 
to the coast would have proved costly, complex and time-consuming. 

Who gets consulted on what is included in natural england’s 
reports? Natural England will work with access authorities and 
consult coastal landowners, as well as Local Access Forums.

What happened to the idea of a coastal corridor? The results of 
the ‘Coastal Access Duty’ will be very similar to the coastal corridor. 
The main differences are in how the coastal access will be realised; 
Natural England’s proposals for a coastal corridor required specific 
new legislation, whereas the Draft Marine Bill amends and adds to 
existing legislation. Both CRoW and the 1949 Act are well-tested 
methods of improving public access to the countryside, and the 
Ramblers feels it makes sense to extend what works well already 
rather than create a separate access regime specifically for the coast.

What about nature conservation? Most restrictions based on nature 
conservation (as well as safety) in areas such as marsh and mudflat 
will be part of Natural England’s reports after assessing each section 
of coast. This means any restrictions will be in place from day one 
to protect sensitive wildlife sites. A key difference is that landowners 
won’t be allowed to use discretionary restrictions for land 
management on coastal access land, unlike on CRoW access land.

What will happen with Ministry of Defence (MoD) land? The 
MoD has said that it will assess all coastal sites within their estate as 
part of the report-making process and allow access where possible. 
All MoD land will remain excluded land, as it is under CRoW.

What will happen in built-up areas and ports? The coastal trail 
will take a route as close to the sea as possible through built-up 
areas, but the scope for spreading room will be limited.

Will islands be included? Only if it is possible to walk to them 
from the mainland via a bridge, tunnel or causeway, even if these 
links are tidal and only open for certain periods of time. 

What will happen when the path gets to an estuary? The riverside 
will be included up to the first bridge or tunnel that the public can 
cross on foot.

When will all this happen? Hopefully, the draft bill will become  
a full bill in the Queen’s Speech this November, and potentially 
become law by the end of 2009. Natural England believes it will 
then take 10 years for them to make their reports and set the trail 
around the entire English coast. 

For further info visit www.ramblers.org.uk/freedom/coastalaccess.


