	Vegetation Clearance
This guide is based on the law, best practice and established local policy. It has been produced to help people who want to create safe and accessible rights of way in Staffordshire.


	
Vegetation that grows on or alongside a path, restricting access, requires cutting back. It can include long grass and nettles, growing up from the surface, known as undergrowth; and brambles, hedges and trees encroaching from the sides, known as overgrowth. 

Many paths, even those with a tarmaced surface, will experience problems with overgrowing vegetation, particularly in the summer. Whilst the Council does not have the staff required to keep all 4,500 km of paths free from overgrowing vegetation, Staffordshire has many landowners who clear routes as part of their regular farming operations and countless interest and community groups, who work tirelessly to keep their local paths clear.







Responsibilities
· Landowners are responsible for cutting back any overgrowth which encroaches a path from the sides (e.g. hedges) and from above (e.g. trees).
· With exception of cross field paths, the County Council is responsible for cutting back any vegetation growing up from a path surface.

Good Practice
· Ideally, vegetation clearance should be undertaken between April and October.
· The Council has an annual cutting programme, which was produced with parish councils. A list of the paths can be found at www.staffordshire.gov.uk/rightsofway. When planning work, check the list to avoid duplication.
· Before starting, check the site for objects – including wires, cords, glass, fences, or rocks - that might damage equipment, yourself or others.
· Give consideration to the protection of wildlife and habitats, as well as dealing with harmful weeds and invasive non-native plants such as Ragwort, Japanese Knotweed and Himalayan Balsam.

	
· Desirable widths and heights vary depending on the use of the path – for example, busy paths will benefit from being wider and horse-riders will require a greater height clearance than a path which is only open to walkers. 
 
	Desirable path widths and heights 

	
	Minimum Width
	Minimum Height

	Footpaths
	1.5m
	2.5m

	Bridleways
	2.5m
	3.5m



· Give particular attention to path pinch points such as gates, bridges and stiles, and to vegetation that might be obstructing finger posts and waymarkers.
· The use of pesticides or herbicides on rights of way is not permitted as it may endanger path users and nearby fauna and flora. 
· High level vegetation and growth from the side should only be tackled if is safe to do so.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Only cut back vegetation for which the landowner has given his/her permission.
· Defra produces useful guidelines notes on hedgerow managament, preventing harmful weeds spreading, etc.
· If there is too much to clear, please contact the Rights of Way Team.

Equipment 
	Loppers
	
	Bushcutter / Strimmer

	Bow saw
	
	Hedge trimmer

	Mower
	
	Secateurs

	Personal Protective Equipment
	
	Chainsaw
(qualified users only)



Potential Hazards 
Due to the nature of the work, vegetation clearance has the highest potential to create trip hazards by leaving cut debris lying around. If possible, tidy up as you go, stacking it well off the path. Other common risks involved in vegetation clearance include:

· Injury caused by loading and unloading. 
· Damage to hearing from machinery. 
· Damage to limbs and fingers from machinery. 
· Injury from flying debris / hit by detritus. 
· Loss of control of mower whilst on sloping terrain. 
· Skin irritation from certain vegetation (e.g. Hogweed). 
· Damage to nearby property, especially windows and vehicles, caused by debris/stones.

	These guides are intended to provide solutions for most situations found on Staffordshire’s rights of way network. They are not comprehensive or exhaustive, and there are situations where other solutions will be more appropriate. If in doubt, or if you would like further advice, please do not hesitate to contact us via rightsofway@staffordshire.gov.uk

 This leaflet should be read in conjunction with the General Advice Note.



