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Just how many species can a single 
hedge support? 

 
• Typical Devon laneside hedge – nothing special. 

 
• 90m long 

 
• Species big enough to be recorded with naked eye recorded 



Sampling methods 

Observation 

 

Malaise trap 

 

Emergence traps 

 

UV light (moth trap) 

 

Etc 



2,060 species identified! 

Many more, 
especially 
wasps, to be 
identified – 
total likely to 
be closer to 
3,000! 

 

And thousands 
more 
microscopic 
organisms. 
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Proportion of British insects recorded 
in this one hedge (%) 
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How many species do 
whole networks of hedges 
contain? 



But are these thousands of species 
benefiting from the hedges? 

Are hedges acting like 
drift nets? 

 

Are they full of 
predators? 

 

Are they barriers to 
dispersal? 



Evidence suggests great majority of species benefit 
from hedges, for one or more of these functions: 

 

 Larval development, 
nesting, etc 
 

 Adult food 
 

 Finding a mate 
 

 Shelter 
 

 Movement through 
the landscape 
 



Not just the commonplace: 107 
priority species for conservation action 

associated with hedges   

 



Vital to the survival of much farmland 
wildlife – preventing local extinction 

 

Value for nature 
conservation is out 
of all proportion to 
the area of land 
they occupy. 

 
Habitat of principle 

importance for the 
conservation of 
biodiversity (S41 
NERC Act). 

Hazel dormouse 



Apart from being good habitat, how 
can hedges help wildlife adapt to 

climate change? 

1. Mainly by making it easier to move to new 
places, as necessary. 

 

2. But also because they provide such a broad 
range of niches. 

 

 



Facilitate dispersal 

Marsh tit juveniles have 
difficulty crossing gaps 
greater than 100m to 
200m. 

 

Bank voles population size 
correlated with hedge 
connectivity in sparse 
networks. 

 

 



Plants too 

Trees with animal-
dispersed seeds (hazel, 
hawthorn, spindle, oak) 
more frequent in well-
connected hedgerow 
networks. 



Connectivity also assists everyday life 

Many bats, and dormice, 
dislike crossing even 
small gaps in hedges. 

 

Seed set due to 
bumblebee pollination 
increases with good 
connectivity. 

 

 



So, hedges are part of the solution to 
the extinction crisis and to allowing 
wildlife to adapt to climate change 

 

But… they need to be 
managed properly to 
fully realise potential. 

Hedge where over 2000 species found 

Important for Nature Recovery 
Networks. 



How else can hedges help reduce the 
rate of, or effects of, climate change? 

 

 



1. Carbon capture and storage 

Hedges store more 
carbon than 
cropped or grazing 
land. 

 

Carbon sequestered 
both in woody 
growth and in soil. 



How much carbon? 

In Brittany, 13% 
of carbon in 
landscape in 
hedges. 

 

 



Climate Change Committee call for 
40% increase in hedges 

 to meet Net Zero by 2050 



Managing hedges for carbon 

1. Retain existing 
hedgerow trees and 
encourage new 
ones.  

 

2. Encourage hedges 
to become wider.  

 

3. Plant new hedges. 

 

 



2. Hedges for shelter and shade 

 Effective over 16 x 
height. 

 

 But shade and 
competition for water 
may reduce yields 
within 3 x hedge 
height.   

 

 On balance, usually 
increased yield. 

 



Shelter and shade: crops 

 

 

Yield increases up to 
25% for cereals, as 
high as 75% for 
vegetables. 

Photo ©Janet Tench 



Highly beneficial for livestock 

 

Bad weather 
shelter for 
lambs. 

 

Summer shade for 
cattle. 

 



Hedges for shelter and shade 

 High 

 

 Permit c. 40% of 
wind to pass through 
them. 

 

 1 - 2 rows of dense 
shrubs and 1 - 2 rows 
of tall trees . 

 



3. Less flooding 

Hedges reduce volumes and rates of 
water in streams, etc, following storms. 



Hedges reduce storm flows by: 

 Physical barriers to water and sediment 
movement. 

 

 Increasing rates of water infiltration into the 
ground.  

 

 Reducing water in soil close to hedge during 
summer so it takes longer to become 
saturated in the winter. 



Hedges to reduce flood risk 

1. Plant along contours. 
 

2. Banked hedges 
better. 
 

3. Wider the better. 
 

4. Fill-in gaps. 
 

5. Fill-in ditches, block 
drains. 
 

 

Flood reduction hedgebank under 
construction 



4. Hedges can also produce green 
energy  - woodfuel 

Cheap, efficient, source 
of heat energy. 

 

Either from logs or, 
better, from 
woodchips. 



What hedges are suitable? 



How much hedge do you need? 
To heat typical 4 bedroom leaky farmhouse 

Woodchip: coppice 100-
200m of hedge pa. 

 

So, 3km of hedge needed. 

 

Logs:  50% more hedge 
needed. 

 
Calculating tool available at 
http://devonhedges.org/devon-hedges/woodfuel/  
 

http://devonhedges.org/devon-hedges/woodfuel/
http://devonhedges.org/devon-hedges/woodfuel/
http://devonhedges.org/devon-hedges/woodfuel/


How to manage for 
fuel 

 

 Avoid top cutting, side 
trimming OK. 

 

 Coppice to harvest. 

 

 Coppice cycle – typically 
15 to 20 years. 



Using tree shears to coppice highly 
efficient 



Produce either woodchips or logs 

 

Chips: tree shears and 
whole tree chipper 

 

Logs: Chainsaw and 
muscle, or wood 
processor 
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Case study 
 “Flail to Coppice, for Firewood” 

A trial by Ross Dickinson. 

 

Hedge changed from 
flailing to coppicing.   

 

220 m long, with much 
sycamore and ash. 

 

Fully costed. 



Hedge produced: 

1. 9 tonnes of firewood 
logs for sale. 
 

2. 6 tonnes of ‘ugly’ logs 
for own use. 
 

3. 99 bags of mini-logs  
for glamping, etc. 

         
4.    260 bags of kindling.  
        



Was it profitable? 

Total cost  £3,378 

 

Income  £3,753 

 

Savings on annual 
flailing costs £1,155 

 

PROFIT   £1,530 

(no subsidy) 



Advantages 

1. Return sufficient for 
living wage, or to engage 
contractor. 

 

2. Rural employment. 

 

3. Maintains hedge health 
and biodvisersity. 

 

4. Renewable energy: 
saved 8,500 litres of oil. 



A VARIED HABITAT CAPABLE OF SUPPORTING 
HUGE NUMBERS OF SPECIES 



AND ONE THAT CAN HELP REDUCE 
CLIMATE CHANGE AND ITS EFFECTS 



MORE, BETTER, BIGGER AND  
JOINED-UP HEDGES PLEASE! 

My thanks to: 

Devon Hedge Group 

 

Hedgelink 

 

Ross Dickinson 

 

Organic Research Centre 

 

The Tree Council 

 

 

 


