
The Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC) provides detailed guidance 

on the responsibilities of those exercising access rights and of 

those managing land and water. 

This is a summary of the SOAC to provide guidance, where relevant, in the management in Gifford 

Community Woodlands 

 

The Code is based on three key principles and these apply equally to the public and to land 

managers. 

• Respect the interests of other people. Acting with courtesy, consideration and awareness is very 

important. If you are exercising access rights, make sure that you respect the privacy, safety and 

livelihoods of those living or working in the outdoors, and the needs of other people enjoying the 

outdoors. If you are a land manager, respect people’s use of the outdoors and their need for a safe 

and enjoyable visit. 

• Care for the environment. If you are exercising access rights, look after the places you visit and 

enjoy, and leave the land as you find it. If you are a land manager, help maintain the natural and 

cultural features which make the outdoors attractive to visit and enjoy. 

• Take responsibility for your own actions. If you are exercising access rights, remember that the 

outdoors cannot be made risk-free and act with care at all times for your own safety and that of 

others. If you are a land manager, act with care at all times for people’s safety. 

 

A summary of your access rights  

1.​ Everyone, whatever their age or ability, has access rights established by the Land Reform 

(Scotland) Act 2003. You only have access rights if you exercise them responsibly.  

2.​  You can exercise these rights, provided you do so responsibly, over most land and inland 

water in Scotland, including mountains, moorland, woods and forests, grassland, margins of 

fields in which crops are growing, paths and tracks, rivers and lochs, the coast and most 

parks and open spaces. Access rights can be exercised at any time of the day or night.  

3.​ You can exercise access rights for recreational purposes (such as pastimes, family and social 

activities, and more active pursuits like horse riding, cycling, wild camping and taking part in 

events), educational purposes (concerned with furthering a person’s understanding of the 

natural and cultural heritage), some commercial purposes (where the activities are the same 

as those done by the general public) and for crossing over land and water. 

What you can do under access rights 

You can exercise access rights for recreational purposes, some educational activities and certain 

commercial purposes, and for crossing over land and water. 

“Recreational purposes” is not defined in the legislation. It is taken to include:  

• pastimes, such as watching wildlife, sightseeing, painting, photography and enjoying historic sites;  



• family and social activities, such as short walks, dog walking, picnics, playing, sledging, paddling or 

flying a kite;  

• active pursuits, such as walking, cycling, horse riding and carriage driving, rock climbing, 

hill-walking, running, orienteering, ski touring, ski mountaineering, caving, canoeing, swimming, 

rowing, windsurfing, sailing, diving, air sports and wild camping; and  

• participation in events, such as walking or cycling festivals, hill running races, mountain marathons, 

mountain biking competitions, long-distance riding events, orienteering events and canoeing 

competitions. 

 

Access rights extend to any educational activities concerned with furthering a person’s 

understanding of the natural or cultural heritage. For example, access rights would extend to the 

students, leader and any support staff on a visit to the outdoors to learn about wildlife or landscapes 

or geological features. People carrying out field surveys of the natural or cultural heritage, such as of 

birds or plants, as a recreational activity or for educational purposes, are covered by access rights. 

Access rights extend to activities carried out commercially or for profit, provided that these activities 

could also be carried on other than commercially or for profit (ie by the general public for 

recreational purposes or for educational activities or for crossing land). For example, a mountain 

guide who is taking a customer out hill-walking is carrying on a commercial activity but this falls 

within access rights because the activity involved – hill-walking – could be done by anyone else 

exercising access rights. The same would apply to a canoe instructor from a commercial outdoor 

pursuits centre with a party of canoeists. Other examples would be a commercial writer or 

photographer writing about or taking photographs of the natural or cultural heritage. 

Access rights can also be used to cross land and inland water. This means going into land or inland 

water, passing over it and then leaving it for the purpose of getting from one place to another place, 

and is not limited to recreational purposes or educational activities. Access rights for recreational 

purposes, for relevant educational activities and for relevant commercial purposes refer to going 

into, passing over and remaining on land or inland water for these purposes and then leaving it.  

 

Where do access rights not apply? 

Land on which there is a house, caravan, tent or other place affording a person privacy or shelter, and 

sufficient adjacent land to enable those living there to have reasonable measures of privacy and to 

ensure that their enjoyment of the house or place is not unreasonably disturbed. There are several 

other circumstances in which access rights do not apply. Please refer back to The Code for guidance. 

 

What activities are excluded from access rights? 

Access rights must be exercised in ways that are lawful and reasonable. By definition this excludes 

any unlawful or criminal activity from the time at which it occurs. Furthermore, being on or crossing 

land for the purpose of doing anything which is an offence or a breach of an interdict or other order 

of a court is excluded from access rights. This means that a person intent on such a purpose is 

excluded from access rights at the time they seek to enter the land. This is also taken to include the 

carrying of any firearm, except where the person is crossing land or water to immediately access land 



or water, or return from such, where shooting rights are granted, held or held in trust or by any 

person authorised to exercise such rights. 

A list of the more obvious statutory offences relating to people’s behaviour is provided at Annex 1. 

This list includes poaching, vandalism, not clearing up after your dog has fouled in a public place, 

being responsible for a dog worrying livestock, dropping litter, polluting water, and disturbing wild 

birds, animals and plants. There are also common law offences, such as breach of the peace. 

The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 excludes some other conduct from access rights14, including:  

• Hunting, shooting or fishing. These activities still require the permission of the relevant owner.  

• Motorised activities, such as motor biking and scrambling, off-road driving, the use of any powered 

craft on water, microlighting, and the use of powered model craft. These activities still require the 

permission of the relevant owner or manager. Access rights, however, do extend to a person with a 

disability who is using a motorised vehicle or vessel built or adapted for use by that person15.  

• Being on or crossing land while responsible for a dog that is not under proper control (see 

paragraph 3.55).  

• Being on or crossing land or water for the purpose of taking away, for commercial purposes or for 

profit, anything in or on the land or water (for example, mushrooms or berries picked for commercial 

use, or gravel and stones). 

Exercising access rights responsibly: 

1. Take personal responsibility for your own actions. You can do this by:  

• caring for your own safety by recognising that the outdoors is a working environment and by taking 

account of natural hazards;  

• taking special care if you are responsible for children as a parent, teacher or guide to ensure that 

they enjoy the outdoors responsibly and safely.  

2. Respect people’s privacy and peace of mind. You can do this by:  

• using a path or track, if there is one, when you are close to a house or garden;  

• if there is no path or track, by keeping a sensible distance from houses and avoiding ground that 

overlooks them from close by;  

• taking care not to act in ways which might annoy or alarm people living in a house; and  

• at night, taking extra care by keeping away from buildings where people might not be expecting to 

see anyone and by following paths and tracks. 

3. Help land managers and others to work safely and effectively. You can do this by:  

• not hindering a land management operation, by keeping a safe distance and following any 

reasonable advice from the land manager;  

• following any precautions taken or reasonable recommendations made by the land manager, such 

as to avoid an area or route when hazardous operations, such as tree felling and crop spraying, are 

under way;  



• checking to see what alternatives there are, such as neighbouring land, before entering a field of 

animals;  

• never feeding farm animals;  

• avoiding causing damage to crops by using paths or tracks, by going round the margins of the field, 

by going on any unsown ground or by considering alternative routes on neighbouring ground; and by 

• leaving all gates as you find them. 4 Care for your environment. You can do this by:  

• not intentionally or recklessly disturbing or destroying plants, birds and other animals, or geological 

features;  

• following any voluntary agreements between land managers and recreation bodies;  

• not damaging or disturbing cultural heritage sites;  

• not causing any pollution and by taking all your litter away with you.  

5. Keep your dog under proper control. You can do this by:  

• never letting it worry or attack livestock;  

• never taking it into a field where there are calves or lambs; 

• keeping it on a short lead or under close control in fields where there are farm animals;  

• if cattle react aggressively and move towards you, by keeping calm, letting the dog go and taking 

the shortest, safest route out of the field;  

• keeping it on a short lead or under close control during the bird breeding season (usually April to 

July) in areas such as moorland, forests, grassland, loch shores and the seashore;  

• picking up and removing any faeces if your dog defecates in a public open place.  

6. Take extra care if you are organising an event or running a business. You can do this by:  

• contacting the relevant land managers if you are organising an educational visit to a farm or estate;  

• obtaining the permission of the relevant land managers if your event needs facilities or services, or 

is likely, to an unreasonable extent, to hinder land management operations, interfere with other 

people enjoying the outdoors or affect the environment;  

• talking to the land managers who are responsible for places that you use regularly or intensively. 

Key points to remember in taking responsibility for your own actions:  

• care for your own safety by recognising that the outdoors is a working environment and by taking 

account of natural hazards; and  

• take special care, if you are responsible for children as a parent, teacher or guide, to ensure that 

they enjoy the outdoors responsibly and safely. 

Key points to remember in respecting people’s privacy and peace of mind:  

• access rights do not extend to people’s gardens;  

• use a path or track, if there is one, when you are close to a house or garden;  



• keep a sensible distance from houses, and avoid ground that overlooks them from close by, if there 

is no path or track;  

• take care not to act in ways which might annoy or alarm people living in the house, and keep noise 

to a minimum; and  

• at night, hazards may be less obvious, so take extra care by keeping away from buildings where 

people might not be expecting to see anyone and by following paths and tracks. 

 

Access over land on which a management operation is under way 

Land managers need to conduct their work as safely and effectively as possible, i.e. trees being felled 

and harvested in a forest. Hindering such work can cost them time and money and can be potentially 

hazardous to your safety and to the safety of those working on the land. Under the Health & Safety 

at Work Act 1974, land managers need to take reasonably practicable steps to protect people’s 

safety. Most situations will be adequately dealt with by recommendations and advice. 

Key points to remember if you come across a land management operation: 

• keep a safe distance and take heed of reasonable advice provided by the land manager to ensure 

that you do not hinder the work;  

• for some types of operation, such as crop spraying and tree felling, the land manager has to ensure 

that people are not affected – follow any precautions provided for your safety;  

• do not climb over any stored materials, such as straw bales or timber stacks. 

Key points for land owners and managers to remember:  

• do not purposefully or unreasonably prevent, hinder or deter people from exercising access rights 

on or off paths and tracks;  

• use paths and tracks as a way of providing for and managing access across your land so that access 

is integrated with land management;  

• take account of access rights when planning and implementing any major land use change or 

development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Guidance on specific activities or circumstances 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

Legislation relevant to the Scottish Outdoor Access Code 

 

 

 



 

 



 



 

 


