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Hedgerows are like green veins running through the landscape 
of the UK. They are huge assets to farmers, providing  shelter 
for both animals and arable land, habitat for pollinators and the 
natural predators of crop pests; they also provide shade and 
forage for animals. Hedges can help to reduce flooding, soil 
erosion, air and water pollution levels, all while storing carbon.
With over 70% of land in agricultural use, they are one of the 
most important habitats we have left for wildlife. They are green 
corridors to a remarkable number of species, with one study by 
Robert Wolton (Author of the book Hedges) identifying 2,070 
different species in just 85m of hedgerow!

Hedgerows mimic the pre-agricultural Wildwood that so 
much of our ecology is adapted to; the almost magic 
combination of open-grown trees, flowering/fruiting scrub and 
grazed pasture. So DEFRA’s target that we will plant and 
restore 45,000 miles of hedgerow by 2050 is a very welcome 
one.

About half of the UK’s hedgerows were lost in the last century 
through incentivised removal, and the ones that remain aren’t 
always managed properly: with gaps forming, lost trees that 
aren’t replaced and their overall structures declining.
Hedges are man-made, so require management to prevent their 
structural decline and eventual loss. Many of our hedges are 
"managed" too heavily, trimmed to the same height too often- 
although not cutting at all can be just as damaging to their 
chances of long term survival. A poorly managed hedge looses 
the branching density at the base, which is crucial for much 
hedge wildlife. The stems get fewer and further between, 
thinning out the hedge and ultimately leading to gaps. Many of 



our hedges are already overdue rejuvenation (coppicing or 
laying) to bring them back into good health.

I attended a talk by a farmer who has been using traditional 
methods to maintain the hedges on the family farm for years. 
This has been carried out on a 25 year cycle, so he was first 
taught by his father and now 25 years later he is teaching his 
son on the same hedges; what a legacy to pass down the 
generations!

Many more people are needed to learn the skills required for 
laying hedges and to understand the lifecycle of a hedge if we 
are going to achieve DEFRA’s target.

Wildlife charity People’s Trust for Endangered Species 
(PTES) is offering free hedgerow management advice to 
farmers, landowners, and land managers across the UK. 
Autumn and winter are the best times of year to assess the 
health of a hedgerow. The hedge is dormant, and without its 
leaves you can see its structure and it’s also the perfect time for 
trimming, coppicing and hedge laying. 

If planting a new hedge, it’s an opportunity to design them to 
suit our modern needs. We can also choose where these new 
hedges go, whether they follow hill contours or link up other 
patches of habitat. But it’s the management in the first decade 
or so that really shapes them. You can either leave a young 
hedge uncut, then lay it after 10/15 years, or coppice it (which 
can be done earlier). This turns each planted whip into a multi-
stemmed bush creating a thick robust hedge. Or you can 
choose to trim young hedges incrementally higher and wider 
from the start, encouraging the development of a dense 
branching structure. Most importantly, don’t let young hedges 
get to the desired height and then repeatedly trim them at that 
level. This means a hedge will not develop that thick branching 



density from the base up and will result in poor shape and 
structure.

But if existing hedges aren’t getting the time or resources to be 
managed properly, is planting new ones our best option?  The 
solution could be that every winter, a landowner could plant one 
hedge and lay an existing hedge. This could offer benefits- for 
example the excess brash from the hedge rejuvenation could 
be chipped and used to mulch the newly planted whips.

So what can you do if you’re not a farmer or landowner 
with hedges to maintain?
PTES are looking for volunteers to health-check their local 
hedgerows by filling in their simple survey form at https://
hedgerowsurvey.ptes.org  Key features of the chosen hedge 
are recorded, such as the height, width, structure and what tree 
species are present.

There are around 500,000km of hedgerows in the UK; starting 
in 2019, 800km of hedgerow have been surveyed, so there is 
still a lot to do! PTES offers training to groups, and TTW are 
looking to ask them for help next year. If you are interested in 
knowing more about hedge management please contact us on 
community.ttw@gmail.com

We can also keep our eye on planning applications and 
object if developers are applying to remove a hedgerow. 
Hedgerows are defined as a priority habitat under Section 41 of 
the Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act 
2006. The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) states 
that plans should ‘promote the conservation, restoration and 
enhancement of priority habitats’. You can also highlight if any 
hedgerow is over 30 years old it’s classed as important under 
the Hedgerows Regulations 1997. 
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PTES have provided most of the information for this article, and 
are a fantastic resource of free knowledge and help via https://
ptes.org, so you could also help hedges by donating to this 
charity!

"Hedges have been with us since the Bronze Age, and persist 
thanks to an unbroken chain of care, management and periodic 
rejuvenation. The privilege of caring for them, and the 
responsibility of ensuring they have a healthy future now falls to 
us. We write the next chapter in their history books, and it’s in 
our power to make it a good one" (from PTES website).
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