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Which side of the debate do you sit; do we need to plant more 
trees or do we need to preserve our farmland? TTW are just as 
concerned about food security as we are with our natural world; 
both need our focus in the fight against climate change. We 
need to make sure we can still feed ourselves when climate 
change and political instability cause imports to become 
unstable, but we also need to ensure natural ecosystem health.
  
The answer is to not think of trees and food production as a 
choice of one or the other, but of trees planted within crops 
being a benefit to increase farm productivity. The modern term 
for this is agroforestry, which combines agriculture and forestry, 
with alley cropping being a primary example: rows of trees or 
shrubs planted at intervals so that a tractor may easily crop the 
strips of arable land between, or livestock might be easily 
rotated as part of holistic planned grazing. Alley cropping trees 
or shrubs may also be harvested for nuts, fruit, wood, biochar or 
biofuel. Our traditional hedges had much the same function, 
and although the south west is still renowned for some of the 
best hedges in the country, many hedges were removed after 
the Second World War. We could reinstate hedges in more 
convenient patterns now, to fit with modern machinery to avoid 
the awkward small fields of the past.
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There are so many benefits to hedges, or rows of trees, or a 
hedge with trees along it: exactly which to choose really 
depends on the land and what the farmer wants to produce. 

Our climate is becoming more extreme, with the prolonged 
drought and high temperatures this summer baking the soil, the 
predicted heavy rains of the coming autumn are likely to see 
lots of topsoil wash into the rivers. This could be lessened if we 
were to plant traditional Devon hedges along the contours. 
These hedges include a ditch and a bank, and would slow 
water run off and catch sediment, echoing “swales” practiced in 
hotter countries and helping hold water in the soil for times of 
drought.

Hedges can provide shelter from wind and shade from the sun, 
which has been proved to increase the yield of both 
neighbouring arable crops, especially vegetables, and of 
livestock. Only shaded and sheltered areas kept any green 
grass this summer, hedges can provide fodder for livestock 
when the grass growth is poor, and cows for example are very 
susceptible from heat stress growing more slowly and reducing 
milk yield. Hedges provide habitat for predatory insects which 
would help control pests of arable crops, saving farmers money 
on pesticides and for the conversion to organic. 

Farmers can get subsidies and grants for agroforestry, to plant 
hedges and lay hedges, but is this enough incentive when they 
are so busy with daily farming tasks? If it’s so important for our 
food and climate security, what can we as the general public do 



to help? If you’d like to volunteer in our new hedge subgroup 
please contact TTW via our community.ttw@gmail.com email.
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