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HIGHWAY NETWORK CLASSIFICATION  

1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 This report details to the Barrow Highways Advisory Sub-Group “the 
HASG” how roads are classified based on their importance as part of 
the overall network.  It also informs members how the government 
assess the road network for funding across the country. 

2.0 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS 

2.1 The HASG will help inform and apply the County Highways policy 
framework. It will help to meet the County Council’s key objectives of 
Greener, Safer, Better, Wealthier and Healthier. 

2.2 The HASG will help identify equality implications within proposed 
highway and transportation schemes and issues of concern, and will 
help prepare more equitable solutions. 

3.0 RECOMMENDATION 

3.1 That the HASG note the contents of the report.  

4.0 BACKGROUND 

4.1 The classification of Britain’s roads dates back to the 1920s, when it had 
become clear that it was necessary to have a system to help motorists 
identify good routes for driving. In the 1960s, the existing system was 
overhauled to help deal with an age of mass-motoring. 

4.2 In April 2012, central government handed over greater responsibility to local 
highway authorities for the management of the roads classification system. 
While authorities had previously done the majority of the work involved in 
reclassifying a road, they always needed to secure the agreement of the 
Department for Transport (“the Department”). Under the new approach, 
authorities are allowed to exercise this power without the need for central 
approval. Coupled with this, central government also gave local highway 



 

authorities greater responsibility in the management of the primary route 
network (PRN). Again, all changes to this network previously needed to be 
approved by the Department. Under the new approach, authorities will have 
greater freedom to reorganise the PRN. Management of the strategic road 
network (SRN) remains the responsibility of the National Highways  

4.3 To the user, the road network is a single entity. In order to help motorists 
navigate from one place to another, and to help with effective management 
of the network, there are three systems through which roads are organised 
and classified nationwide - the strategic road network, the primary route 
network and roads classification. This report focuses on the roads 
classification aspects. 

4.4 All UK roads (excluding motorways) fall into the following 4 categories; 

 A roads – major roads intended to provide large-scale transport links 
within or between areas 

 B roads – roads intended to connect different areas, and to feed traffic 
between A roads and smaller roads on the network 

 classified unnumbered – smaller roads intended to connect together 
unclassified roads with A and B roads, and often linking a housing 
estate or a village to the rest of the network. Similar to ‘minor roads’ on 
an Ordnance Survey map and sometimes known unofficially as C roads 

 unclassified – local roads intended for local traffic. The vast majority 
(60%) of roads in the UK fall within this category 

4.5 There are wide disparities in the road networks in different parts of England. 
It is not helpful to adopt a single standard for selecting different classes of 
road in every part of the country. Classifications must be set in a way that 
reflects the road network in their local area. 

4.6 Any standards must therefore be relative: 

• An A road will generally be among the widest, most direct roads in an 
area, and will be of the greatest significance to through traffic (an 
example in the Barrow Borough area is the A5087 Salthouse Road) 

• A B road will still be of significance to traffic (including through traffic), 
but less so than an A road (There are no B roads currently in the 
Barrow Borough area), 

• a classified unnumbered road will be of lower significance and be of 
primarily local importance but will perform a more important function 
than an unclassified road (This is a C road. Examples in The Barrow 
Borough area are Abbey road, Bridge road and Market St Dalton). 

• an unclassified road will generally have very low significance to traffic 
and be of only very local importance. (Examples in the Borough area 
include Bath Street, Rawlinson St and Duke St Askam). 

4.7 Reasons for granting a road a higher classification can include the: 

• role the road plays in letting people travel from one location to others 
• volume or character of traffic that road should take 
• traffic management objectives of the authority 
• the standard of the road relative to other nearby roads. 



 

In the absence of clear reasons otherwise, the default state of a road is to be 
unclassified. 

4.8 There is no minimum capacity associated with any particular class of road, 
nor is there any requirement for a particular traffic management measure to 
be applied to a particular class of road. The local highway authority will 
continue to be responsible for any costs incurred in changing the 
classification of a road, notably the replacement of signs along the road. 

4.9 The funding allocated to each local highway authority in England for 2020/21 
In the Highways Maintenance Block (HMB) was based on a formula using 
road length data provided by each local authority in 2019 this also takes into 
account the number of highways assets such as bridges and lighting 
columns for which we are responsible for. The funding is split as follows; 

 A Roads   27.47% 

 B and C Roads   27.47% 

 U Roads    27.47% 

Funding for other areas as follow: 

 Bridges   15.38% 

 Lighting Columns  2.20% 

 Cycleways and Footways 0% 

4.10 With this formula no weighting for funding is given to road type so regardless 
of the road classification funding remains constant. The Department asked 
Highway Authorities in 2014 if the funding formulas should be changed and 
asking the question if traffic volumes should be taken into account.  Whilst 
there was some support for this, many highway authorities highlighted that 
traffic volumes were just one factor in a number that influenced the rate of 
deterioration of a road so the formula remained flat as detailed above. 

4.11 Highways funding devolved to Local Committees is calculated on an overall 
road length calculation. The NPRN devolved capital allocation for Barrow for 
example is just over 7% this is in line with the amount of road network within 
the Borough regardless of classification. For this financial year 2021/22 the 
original approved Capital Allocation of Countywide NPRN allocation was in 
total £13.918 million of which £991,000 (7.12% was devolved to Barrow 
Local Committee. 

5.0 OPTIONS 

5.1 That the HASG note the contents of the report.  

6.0 RESOURCE AND VALUE FOR MONEY IMPLICATIONS 

6.1 For Finance report to note only. 

7.0 LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 

7.1 There are no direct legal implications to this report as it is for Members of the 
HASG to note only.  

 



 

8.0 CONCLUSION 

8.1 This report provides members of the HASG with the background to road 
classifications across England. It is intended that the link between 
classification and funding received is also outlined to members of the HASG 
and will aid members in future discussions on Highways Asset Management. 

 
Angela Jones 
Executive Director – Economy and Infrastructure 
 
December 2021 
 
  
 
 
APPENDICES 
 
No Appendices 
 
 
Electoral Divisions: All Barrow 
 

Executive Decision  No 

 

Key Decision  No 

 

If a Key Decision, is the proposal published in the current Forward Plan?   N/A 

 

Is the decision exempt from call-in on grounds of urgency?  No 

 

If exempt from call-in, has the agreement of the Chair of the relevant 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee been sought or obtained? 

  N/A 

   

 

Has this matter been considered by Overview and Scrutiny? 
If so, give details below. 

 No 

  

 

Has an environmental or sustainability impact assessment been 
undertaken? 

 No  

   

 

Has an equality impact assessment been undertaken?   N/A 

   

 
N.B. If an executive decision is made, then a decision cannot be implemented until the 

expiry of the eighth working day after the date of the meeting – unless the decision is 
urgent and exempt from call-in and necessary approvals have been obtained. 

 
 
PREVIOUS RELEVANT COUNCIL OR EXECUTIVE DECISIONS 
[including Local Committees] 
 
No previous relevant decisions. 
 
 



 

CONSIDERATION BY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY 
 
Not considered by Overview and Scrutiny. 
 
 
BACKGROUND PAPERS 
 
No background papers. 
 
 
REPORT AUTHOR 
 
Contact: Keiron Tetchner Keiron.tetchner@cumbria.gov.uk  
      Tel 01229 407287. 
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