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Planting new hedges in the right
way in the right place can bring
huge environmental benefits, in
built-up areas, in gardens and in
the countryside. A new hedge will
support much wildlife and may do
a host of other useful things, like
capturing pollutants, conserving
soil or storing carbon. There are
few endeavours more satisfying in
life than watching a new hedge
that you’ve had a hand in planting,
grow. It is a lasting legacy, one
that could live on for centuries.
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A hedge or hedgerow* is a row of
bushes or trees, usually less than
5m wide at the base, often along
the edge of a garden, field, or
road. The bushes or trees can be
short or high – a line of mature
oaks or beeches with touching
canopies is just as much a hedge
as one kept short by periodic
trimming. It can be difficult
to decide whether a feature is
a hedge, an avenue or a wide
windbreak!
A good hedge, though, is more
than just a row of bushes or trees.
It should have margins that are
full of tussocky grasses or flowers.
Better still, it should have a bank
and/or ditches, but these are not
essential. When planning a new
hedge, do think about all these
components: making a good new
hedge is more than just planting a
row of shrubs or whips.
This is the third of a series of
hedgerow learning guides that
work together to give you a
detailed understanding of why
hedges are important, and what
you can do to protect, manage and
plant them.
* In this guidance, the terms
hedges and hedgerows are used
interchangeably.

A good hedge is more than a
line of trees or shrubs – it also
has tussocky or flower rich
margins; even better if it has
a bank, ditch or both
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL
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SECTION 1

The reasons for planting new hedges
Being clear about why you want a
new hedge will help hugely with
deciding where best to place it,
what its dimensions should be,
and what good choices to make
when it comes to deciding what
shrubs and trees to plant.
Do you want your new hedge to
be for one or more of these?
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

●

●

●

●

●

Wildlife
Carbon capture
Wood fuel
Shelter or shade
Screening or privacy
Noise reduction
Fruit or nuts
To prevent soil loss
To reduce the risk of flooding
further down the catchment
(a type of natural flood
management)
To keep pollutants from water
courses
To improve air quality,
especially in built-up areas
To replace a lost hedge to
restore an historic field pattern
To enhance connectivity by
linking existing hedges or
habitats
Livestock control (keeping farm
animals in or out of fields).

The best hedges for wildlife
will contain a wide variety of
native trees and shrubs and
will be thick and bushy at
the base
PHOTO © SUSAN DANIELS/ISTOCK

Here are some pointers to think
about:

Or to serve some other function?

Wildlife

Most hedges will happily serve
several purposes, but a single
hedge can’t do everything well.
There must be trade-offs. For
example, the best hedges for
wildlife will contain a wide variety
of native trees and shrubs, while
the best ones for carbon capture
or wood fuel will be planted with
just a few fast-growing species like
willow or sycamore.

The best hedges for wildlife are
those which are thick and bushy
at the base, with standard trees
scattered along their length. They
also grade out gradually on either
side into the adjacent land – they
have soft edges, not hard ones.
The edges may be outgrowths of
bramble or rose, strips of tussocky
grasses like cocksfoot, or flowering
herbs. If there’s the space
available, do cater for these.

Carbon capture
In 2020, the Climate Change
Committee called for a 40%
increase in hedges to help the
UK meet its Net Zero targets.
All hedges will remove carbon
from the atmosphere and store
it, but those that are widest,
and those that have the largest
above ground biomass, that is
woody growth, will do this best.
The most important part of the
carbon stored in any hedge is
that fraction held below ground
level, in the soil. Carbon here
has the potential to be locked
3
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up for centuries, while that held
within tree stems and roots will
be recycled as the trees die or
are felled. Carbon accumulates
too under grassy or flower-rich
margins.

Wood fuel
On farms, farmers and local
communities can manage
hedges economically to produce
sustainable green crops of wood
fuel. When local communities
collaborate with landowners
they can also help alleviate fuel
poverty. A successful model is
where the local community lays
or coppices a hedge – the farmer
gets their hedge rejuvenated, the
community gets the firewood.
It’s also a chance for like-minded
people to meet up, engage
socially, have fun and get fit!

FURTHER INFORMATION
●

●

●

Wood Fuel from Hedges, published
in 2014 by the Devon Hedge
Group, Tamar Valley AONB and
Devon County Council. 21 pages
Harvesting Woodfuel from Hedges,
published in 2015 by the Organic
Research Centre. 15 pages
Community Woodfuel from Hedges
Toolkit. The Devon Hedge Group
document explains how to start a
local community woodfuel group,
including a flowchart to guide you
through group formation, FAQs for
farmers, licence agreements and
risk assessments.

Shelter or shade
Lines of trees planted as
windbreaks are just hedges
(unless very wide). They are
effective at reducing wind speed
over a distance four times their
height upwind and eight times

downwind. So a hedge 8m tall
can be effective over more
than 100m. They are better
wind breaks than solid walls
because they allow some air to
move through them, preventing
turbulence and downdrafts
behind them.

Local communities can
manage hedges to produce
sustainable wood fuel
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

Hedges are better wind
breaks than solid walls
because they allow some
air to move through them,
preventing turbulence and
downdrafts behind them
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL
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Noise reduction
Hedges are not particularly
effective at this, unless underlain
by a decent bank. They are just
too thin – 30m wide woodland
strips are optimal. The thicker a
hedge, the more evergreens, and
the greater the area of woody
parts like trunks, the better it will
be at noise reduction.

Fruit and nuts
We all enjoy foraging along
hedges for blackberries, sloes
for gin and crab apples for
jelly, and many a good hedge

has been planted to provide
these foods. However, in truth,
if you want really good crops of
apples, pears or plums you are
better making an orchard. Trees
in hedges are difficult to crop,
and the competition from their
neighbours means their yields
will be lower. Still, especially in
community settings, they can be
greatly appreciated.

To prevent soil loss
The ground level beside hedges
which contour hillsides in
farmland areas is typically higher

Hedges in towns and cities
are often more effective than
lines of street trees at keeping
air pollutants such
as particulates out of
people’s lungs
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

upslope than downslope. This is
because the hedges have captured
soil running off the land above,
preventing it from being lost,
eventually to the sea. Over the
centuries, hedges can have a
profound effect on the landscape
in this way and save countless
tonnes of good soil.

To reduce
downstream flooding
Planting new hedges is a natural
solution to land or properties
being flooded further down the
catchment. Many are now being
put in for this purpose. Those
with banks are most effective,
although the aim is not to make a
dam but rather to slow down the
rate at which storm water reaches
watercourses.

To keep pollutants from
water courses
A well-placed hedge, contouring
a slope above a stream or river,
or bordering it, can remove
nearly all the nutrients from the
water it intercepts, and many
harmful pesticides too. They are
increasingly being planted for this
purpose. They are most effective
in this capacity when wide, banked
and with uncultivated margins.
Drainage pipes and ditches that
cut through hedges will, however,
render the hedges ineffective if
the water can pass quickly through
them.

To improve air quality
Hedges in towns and cities are
often more effective than lines of
street trees at keeping air pollutants
such as particulates out of people’s
lungs. Street trees with raised
canopies tend to capture and retain
harmful pollutants below them,
while a bushy hedge sited between
a pavement and the traffic acts as
an effective barrier to pollutants.
Evergreen trees, and those with
hairy leaves, are most effective.
5
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This hedge ends abruptly,
it desperately needs
connection!
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

To replace a lost hedge,
restoring historic
field patterns
Ancient field patterns are often of
considerable historic importance
and, where damaged, restoring
them can be highly desirable.
Since they are the most frequent
form of field edge, this means
replanting hedges. Even so,
we should be forward looking
wherever possible, planting
hedges to address current and
anticipated future needs, such
as those relating to the climate
and biodiversity emergencies.
Fortunately, it is often possible to
do both – to restore lost hedges
and at the same time meet the
needs of today and tomorrow.

To enhance connectivity
by linking up existing
hedges or habitats
During their day to day lives,
most animals that inhabit hedges
prefer not to cross large gaps or

open ground, whether insects
like butterflies and bumblebees,
birds like tits, or mammals like
dormice and weasels. The same
applies to those living in scrub
and woodland. Therefore, making
sure these woody habitats are all
connected by hedges is generally
a sound idea. However, for
some animals of open ground
or ponds, gapless hedges can
be a barrier to movement. For
example, newts move in straight
lines between their breeding
ponds and the woods in which
they spend much of the year
and intervening hedges just
get in their way. So, small gaps
in hedgerow networks may be
beneficial, increasing landscape
permeability for some species –
there’s no need for everything to
be completely intact or joined up.
Surprisingly, there’s little evidence
for hedges being important for
animal dispersal away from their
breeding sites.

Messy, scruffy hedges
and hedge networks are
best for wildlife, not neat
tidy ones, particularly in
rural areas.
Livestock control
This used to be the main purpose
of hedges, but no longer. Wire
fencing has largely made them
redundant in this respect. Thus
many of the old ways of planting
hedges are no longer relevant.
For example, planting mostly
hawthorn at a very close spacing is
rarely appropriate these days.
FURTHER INFORMATION
●

The Hedgelink and Devon Hedge
Group websites contain a wealth of
information on the ways hedges are
of benefit to us and wildlife.
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SECTION 2

Where to plant new hedges
New hedges are best
placed where they:
●

●

●

●

●

Fill in larger gaps (>10m
wide) within an individual
hedge or within a network, to
improve or restore landscape
connectivity. As already
remarked, there’s no need to
be too zealous about this, small
gaps may be beneficial
Contour slopes or border
water courses, to capture water
pollutants and soil, and to
reduce flooding
Create green lanes, where
parallel hedges run down either
side of a lane or track. These
are especially good for wildlife,
as well as forming pleasant
paths for us. Unless they form
a wind tunnel, the sheltered
conditions between them
are much favoured by many
insects, including butterflies
and bumblebees. The trackway
itself, if not hard surfaced, can
develop a good flora and so
attract more wildlife. Where
there is public access, green
lanes encourage sustainable
travel patterns, protect walkers
from traffic, and prevent
inadvertent trespass
Restore historic field patterns
and strengthen landscape
character
Improve air quality, especially
in built-up areas. Here, hedges
between roads and pavements
capture harmful particulates
and nitrogen oxide (NOx)
pollutants from vehicles before
they can reach pedestrians. Take
care though not to increase the
risk to walkers from criminals,
or to make people feel more
vulnerable – do consult local
communities

New hedges can be planted
to border roads, lanes and
tracks, helping to create
green and pleasant paths
for us
PHOTO © 1ST GOOSTREY SCOUTS

●

Border allotments, skirt the
edges of parks, school or
college grounds, gardens or
public footpaths. In certain
circumstances hedges may also
be useful to slow down traffic
speed by reducing visibility, for
example at the approach to
roundabouts.

●

●

There are a few wrong
places to make new hedges:
●

●

Across wildlife habitats like
wildflower-rich meadows or
heathlands
On deep (>30cm) organic
soils such as peat. Here the
disturbance to the soil profile
from bank creation and tree
planting will lead to a net loss

●

●

of carbon to the atmosphere
for many decades
In places such as open
moorland and grazing marshes
were there are populations
of birds like waders (snipe,
lapwings or curlews for
example) or skylarks which
require large open spaces
Where they will detract
from rather than strengthen
important ancient field patterns
or archaeological features
Where they will obscure much
valued views or disrupt skylines
Where they will increase
the risk, real or perceived, of
people encountering those
who wish to harm them or
steal from them.
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Spot the missing hedges in
this view of an ancient field
pattern in Cornwall
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

Permissions
and grant conditions
Naturally, you’ll need permission
from the landowner or manager
before planting a new hedge. If
the land has any conservation
designations such as being a Site
of Special Scientific Interest or an
Ancient Monument, the consent
of the relevant authority will also
be needed.

or overhead services running
beneath or above your chosen
site. They often have guidelines

setting out planting distances
and sometimes they have species
requirements too.

Please be sure to check that the
conditions of any grant you may
be receiving for your hedge are
complied with. These may differ
from the content of this learning
guide.

Safety
You shouldn’t plant anywhere that
will obscure road sight lines, road
signs or street or security lighting
and you should avoid planting
anything other than low growing
species under any overhead
services like electricity cables. If
uncertain, check with your local
utility company to see whether
there are any underground

This new banked hedge
in Devon is placed far too
close to the new houses. The
shrubs and trees will be very
difficult to keep short because
machine access is limited, and
once grown high they will
take the light away from the
windows
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON
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SECTION 3

Banks and space requirements
Are banks desirable
or necessary?
Hedges across the UK have often
been planted into low banks made
from the spoil arising from digging
drainage ditches on one side or
both. Across much of the West
Country and south-western Wales,
the banks are far more substantial,
largely, it is thought, for cultural
rather than practical reasons. Here
massive banks over 2m high and 5m
wide at the base are commonplace.
Banks provide additional habitat
and enhance the ability of hedges
to conserve soil, reduce flooding,
prevent water pollution and absorb
noise. So, they are generally a good
idea, but far from necessary. This
is true even in those areas such as
Devon and Cornwall where they
are a key aspect of local landscape
character. Banks are costly to make
so even in those areas where banked
hedges are the norm, where money
is tight, it is better to make a new
hedge without a bank than none at
all. Furthermore, digging substantial
new ditches to generate the spoil for
banks is now rarely environmentally
acceptable, the loss of wetlands and
increasing frequency of droughts
being a major reason for nature’s
decline.
You may find it difficult to establish
new trees and shrubs on top
of a bank because they will be
more prone to die from drought,
especially with heat waves becoming
more frequent. This is particularly
true for areas where the soils are
freely draining.

How much space
do I need?
Allocate a width of at least 4m for

A strip 5m wide had to be
set aside for this new hedge,
as it runs through fields
grazed by cattle
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

your new hedge if there’s space.
This will allow room for not only
two rows of shrubs and trees to
develop into a dense, bushy line,
but also for tussocky and herb-rich
margins to develop. If the hedge
is fenced against cattle, ponies or
deer, at least a further 1m will be
needed: on grazing land, strips
5m wide are often necessary. As a
general rule, the wider the better!

In gardens though, where space is
often at a premium and there are
no large herbivores like cattle and
horses, you may find just 50cm
to be wide enough – sufficient to
plant a single row of shrubs. As
these mature, they will, of course,
widen out, the amount depending
on the vigour with which you trim
them. Any hedge, however thin, is
better than none!
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SECTION 4

Choosing which shrubs and trees to plant

Choosing the right species
involves knowing their
ultimate height, width and
root spread. The photo on the
left shows a newly planted
hedge, and on the right,
the same hedge eight years
later, once it has matured.
Choosing the right trees for
the right space matters
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

If you are clear on your reasons
for wanting to make a new hedge
it will be easier for you to choose
a suitable selection of shrubs
and trees, as noted in Section 1.
Understanding local conditions
is also essential, including soil
characteristics and exposure.
● Is the soil acid, neutral or basic?
● Is it freely draining or not?
● Is the site exposed to high
winds or heavy frosts?
● Is it near the coast and subject
to salt-laden winds?
Likewise, you need to consider
future management constraints
and practicalities. If space is
limited, then plant low and
slow-growing species: as even
if you intend to keep the hedge
trimmed and low, at some time
in the future it may grow too
large for the space you have
chosen. The hedge may then
cause problems, perhaps to

neighbours, because of the shade
it casts, the light it takes away
from properties, or the damage
the roots do to foundations.
Over time, roots can extend
outwards as much as twice the
height of the tree – if a hedge is
to be healthy and stable in the
long-term it will need this much
space. This is especially true for
any standard trees you intend to
have. Remember too that hedges
can be thirsty, depriving nearby
vegetation of water or causing
subsidence: if this is likely to be a
problem, avoid demanding species
like willows, poplars and alder.
If alongside a road or footpath, the
hedge is likely to need trimming
regularly to maintain access so
choose plant species that respond
well to regular cutting and remain
thick and bushy at the base (such
as blackthorn, holly or beech, not
hawthorn or willow).

Key principles to guide
species choice:
●

●

●

Use native or long-established
species. In urban areas, the
use of non-native species may
be acceptable and indeed at
times desirable to cope with
high stress levels from heat
and drought, or to optimise
pollutant removal from the air
To ensure resilience against
climate change and possible
future diseases, select a mix
that includes five or more
different native species unless
the hedge is being grown
primarily for wood fuel or is in
a very exposed situation
Plant single species hedges
only under exceptional
circumstances, even if
characteristic of your local
area. Such exceptional
circumstances might be when
gapping up a single-species
hedge of particularly high
10
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●

landscape or cultural value, or
when the site is very exposed
to wind or salt, where only one
or two species, like blackthorn
or sea buckthorn, will do well
Include a few trees intended
as standards. Select hedgerow
tree species based on the
space available and your
requirements. Larger trees like
oak, beech and sycamore will
capture more carbon but cast
more shade, whilst smaller
trees such as crab apple, rowan
and holly can be excellent for
flowers, berries and fruits

●

Use locally sourced and grown
plants wherever possible,
to increase the chances that
they are well adapted to local
circumstances and to improve
biosecurity.

Trees and shrubs already in the
local landscape are a good guide
to those that will do well.
NB. There is no need to use trees
and shrubs from more southerly
latitudes – existing genetic and
phenotypic variability in our
native species is sufficient to cope

with climate change, they are
adapted to our day length, and
our wildlife has co-evolved with
them.
The priority is to plant for the
present and future, not the
past. The emphasis should be
on addressing biodiversity and
climate emergencies, not on
maintaining traditional and
cultural landscapes. Nevertheless,
within the constraints of adhering
to this principle, the character
and heritage of an area should be
respected.

Smaller species, like this holly,
can make excellent hedgerow
standards
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON
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Some cautionary notes:
●

●

●

●

●

●

Be careful about using standard
mixes available from nurseries
– they are unlikely to meet
your specific needs
Limit the amount of hawthorn
and perhaps blackthorn –
they are difficult to manage.
Hawthorn produces little
growth at the base leading to
rapid basal gap formation, while
blackthorn can cause problems
by suckering profusely into
adjacent margins
Be aware that some species like
birches, spindle, rowan and
buckthorn are difficult to keep
thick and bushy even though
good for wildlife. However,
some open-growing species
like sycamore, willows and wild
cherry are good for wood fuel
and carbon capture
In dense urban areas, choose
species that can tolerate air
pollution and chemicals or
compounds in the soil, like
road salt
When selecting trees as
standards, check that they are
not likely to grow so big that
that will either impact nearby
roads, buildings or services, or
create ‘pollution canyons’,
trapping pollution at ground
level
Fruit and large leaves dropping
onto pavements can make
them slippery.

Poisonous species and
those best avoided
Be aware that the berries or
foliage of many shrubs and trees
are toxic to people or to livestock.
● The foliage or berries of alder
buckthorn, box, buckthorn,
cherry laurel, privet, spindle,
wayfaring tree and yew are
poisonous even in low
quantities
● Children may be tempted to eat
the berries or fruits of shrubs
like dogwood, guelder-rose and

The flowers and berries
of elder are excellent for
wildlife, and for elderflower
cordial, but it is a tree best
planted sparingly in hedges
because it tends to kill off its
neighbours, causing gaps
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

●

●

●

rowan, all of which may cause
harm if eaten in quantity. These
lists are not exhaustive
Sycamore seeds are highly toxic
for horses and ponies, field
maple ones maybe too
Acorns are poisonous to cattle,
sheep and horses if green and
eaten in quantity
Blackthorn thorns can cause
severe pain, swelling and blood
poisoning.

Beech, birch, bramble, hazel, holly,
hawthorn, hornbeam, oak, roses
and wild cherry are all relatively
safe, even if some are prickly.

Always check if you are
uncertain and err on the
cautious side, particularly
in school grounds or
other public places.
There are some species which it
is best to avoid for other reasons.
Elder is among these – although
the flowers and berries are very
good for wildlife, its roots are
toxic to other species, leading
to gap formation: the occasional
plant may be a good idea though.
A variety of non-native conifers
can be used in built-up areas,
12
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especially where removing air
pollutants is a key objective, but
don’t plant Leylandii because
it grows so fast and tall. It is a
tree that has caused much strife
between neighbours.

Tree and shrub suggestions
for different purposes
Most new hedges will be planted
to meet a range of different uses.
To help you decide what species
to plant, here are some native or
long-established species mixes
to consider for some different
primary purposes, suitable for
most soil types. You will almost
certainly need to refine them to
meet your local circumstances and
wishes.
For wildlife – Choose seven or
more from: alder buckthorn,
bird cherry, blackthorn, crab
apple, field maple, guelder-rose,
hawthorn, hazel, holly, oaks,
rowan, spindle and willows.
Honeysuckle and wild roses will
make excellent additions.

For carbon capture and/or
wood fuel – Choose three or
more from: alder, beech, birches,
hornbeam, oaks, sycamore, wild
cherry and willows.
For fruit and nuts – Choose five
or more from: apples, blackthorn,
black currant, cherries, hazel,
pears, plums (including bullace
and damson), raspberry, red
currant and sea buckthorn. It’s
OK to use domestic varieties!
Although recent introductions,
cherry plum and gooseberry make
good additions to this list.
To create a stock-proof
barrier – Choose five or more
species, with a high proportion of
beech, blackthorn, hawthorn or
holly, together with wild roses and
perhaps wild pear, as well as the
occasional other shrub or tree.

pine, and species with hairy leaves
like whitebeams or diseaseresistant elm cultivars. Note yew,
box and whitebeams usually do
best on calcareous soils, while
Scot’s pine is typically found on
acid soils.

NOTES
●

●

●

●

To remove air borne pollutants
in built-up areas – Choose
evergreens like yew (highly toxic
berries), box, juniper and Scot’s

Neither ash nor any native elm
species are included in these lists
because of severe disease problems
On lime-rich soils, switch wayfaring
tree and whitebeam for guelderrose, and buckthorn for alder
buckthorn
On exposed coastal sites, switch
sycamore for field maple, dogwood
for alder buckthorn and privet for
guelder-rose. Tamarisk and sea
buckthorn can make good hedges
in very salty places by the coast
where little else will grow
For shelter, shade and screening
you will need to select tall-growing
trees like aspen, beech, black
poplar, hornbeam, limes, oaks and
sycamore.

Bullace, a type of wild plum,
is a fine species to plant in
your garden hedge for fruit
and wildlife, as is the very
similar damson
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

13

Hedge growing and planting

The striking white blossoms
of blackthorn appear in
March and April, signalling
the beginning of spring

Hawthorn branches are
festooned by deep red haw
berries from September to
November – they are an
important food source for
birds and small mammals

PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

English oaks are a familiar
hedge tree. They support
numerous species and
produce acorns in autumn,
a rich food source for wildlife
including birds such as the jay
and mammals like the badger
and squirrel
PHOTO © PRZEMYSLAW MUSZYNSKI/
SHUTTERSTOCK

In autumn, spindle produces
attractive pink, lobed flowers
which release bright orange
berries. The flowers are a rich
source of nectar and pollen
for insects
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL
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time, but to speed matters up,
why not plant them, or broadcast
seeds? They may be difficult to
source but can be home grown.
At times, bramble, traveller’s
joy and ivy can be problematic,
smothering hedges. Check local
hedges to see whether this is a
problem – if so, don’t encourage
them.

Hornbeam makes an
excellent garden hedge, as
seen here in the National
Memorial Arboretum
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

Garden hedges

Creepers and ramblers

In gardens and public open
spaces, beech, hornbeam and
field maple make excellent
hedging plants, remaining thick
and bushy at the base even when
trimmed regularly over many
years. Beech and hornbeam retain
their coppery-brown leaves over
the winter when kept short and
dense by regular trimming. Add
in some holly for winter green!
Other good native hedging
species are yew and box – these
can be closely trimmed to create
miniature hedges.

Bramble, wild roses, native
honeysuckle, bittersweet (woody
nightshade), traveller’s-joy and ivy
are all excellent plants for wildlife
and will enhance most hedges.
They may colonise naturally with

For ornamental purposes you
may wish to add some nonnative species into the mix.
There are many to choose from,
but among the more popular
are barberries, cotoneasters,
firethorns, Escallonia, Mexican
orange blossom, Japanese spindle,
Eleagnus, daisy bush and fuschia.

Sheep keepers may be worried
about bramble entangling animals,
and this does sometimes happen
although it is usually no more of
a risk than the sheep getting their
heads stuck in wire stock netting.
The best answer is to check
livestock regularly, although you
may find sheep keepers reluctant
to accept this suggestion.
If bramble, wild roses or blackthorn
suckers are taking up too much
ground, then on farmland they can
easily be cut back.

Do remember scruffy
hedges with soft edges are
much better for wildlife
than those with neat,
straight, hard edges.

This hedge is ideal for wildlife.
There is a gradual transition
between the bushes, through
bramble outgrowths and
flower-rich margins, to the
cropped field area (which
could be a lawn). No hard
edges!
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON
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SECTION 5

Sourcing shrubs and trees
You can buy the plants you
need from a local garden centre,
from a commercial tree nursery
(where they are likely to be much
cheaper), from a growing number
of community tree nurseries, or
grow your own.
The more locally sourced and
grown the tree and shrubs you
plant, the better. They are likely
to be better adapted to your
conditions and the risk of bringing
in pests and diseases is much
reduced. Try to avoid any plants
that have been grown outside the
UK, even if the seed was collected
here. Do ask your supplier. If they
are unable to supply information
about where the plants were
sourced and grown, be wary and
look for alternatives.

Size
The optimal size of plant to use
is usually between 40cm and
60cm high. Smaller ones are
difficult to protect and more easily
smothered or out-competed
by grasses and herbs growing
alongside. Bigger ones are not
only more expensive, but often
establish less easily. This is a case
of bigger not being better!
Plants in this size range are usually
known as whips. Sometimes they
are called transplants, because
nurseries often replant them after
one or two years to encourage the
growth of good strong roots.

Bare-rooted or cell-grown?
Plants can be obtained barerooted or cell-grown where
each comes in its own container.
Cell-grown trees tend to be more
robust for planting as they have

Plants can be obtained bare rooted (left) or cell grown (right) where each comes in its own container
PHOTOS © THE TREE COUNCIL

a strong fibrous root structure
which holds together its growing
medium, and so can be handled
more roughly. They can be stored
more easily, are less prone to
drying out when being planted,
and arguably will establish better
initially as there is less risk of
transplant shock. Their use can
extend the planting window and
volunteers may find them easier to
manage. On the other hand, barerooted plants may have a better
root to shoot ratio, are cheaper to
buy, more cost-effective for larger
nurseries to produce, and easier to
transport in quantity.

Root trainers are a form of
container, typically consisting of a
hinged pack with four or five cells
in a row, allowing easy inspection
of the roots and extraction.
Although made of plastic they can
often be re-used, making them
environmentally more acceptable.
Above all, the key to successful
establishment is to use good
quality stock, to plant carefully
at the right time, and to provide
adequate protection. Do check
when your plants arrive that they
are in good condition, especially
that their roots have not dried out.

HOW TO GROW YOUR OWN SHRUBS AND TREES FROM SEED
Growing your own trees and shrubs is hugely satisfying. It is also the best way to
ensure that your hedge plants are locally sourced and grown, ensuring that they are
well adapted to local conditions and reducing the risks of disease and pests.
How to set up a community nursery
The establishment of community nurseries for local tree planting projects, including
new hedges, is very rewarding. They are excellent for producing locally sourced
and grown trees and shrubs. They can also supply species that are hard to buy or
expensive. Small scale endeavours, like school micro-nurseries are much easier to
set up than larger ones that may aim to produce thousands of plants a year: these
larger ones are expensive to establish and require a considerable time commitment
on behalf of volunteers.
You can find out all about how to collect seeds, plant them and set up a tree
nursery, in the new publication The Tree Grower’s Guide – available at
www.treegrowersguide.org.uk
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SECTION 6

How many trees and shrubs to plant,
and planting methods
Planting density

How many rows?

Four plants, or perhaps five, per
metre is fine for most purposes
including wildlife and carbon
capture. In the past, six to eight
plants per metre was usually
recommended but this is now a
largely out-dated prescription,
intended as it was just for making
stock-proof hedgerows. New
hedges in livestock areas are nearly
always wire fenced, so there’s no
point in planting lots of thorny
shrubs to create quick stock-proof
barriers. As a rule, it is better to
plant fewer and look after them
better: it’s also cheaper!

You can plant trees and shrubs in
a single row, but if there’s enough
room it is better to have two rows,
with the plants staggered between
them. If there is space, as is often
so with unbanked hedges, there’s
no reason not to plant in three or
more rows – the wider the hedge
the better.

Be aware, though, that if you are
being funded to plant the hedge
under an agreement or with a
grant the specification may be to
plant more trees and shrubs – do
check.

Where the hedge has a bank,
then plant one row along each
edge (comb) of the bank, leaving
the middle either free or for
those plants intended to become
standard hedgerow trees. The
advantage of leaving the middle
free is that in future it will be far
easier for those managing the
hedge to cast up slumped soil
from the base of the bank onto
the top without smothering the
trees or shrubs.

If you are planting a boundary
hedge, position it about 75cm –
1m from the boundary wall, fence
or railings. This will give the hedge
space to fill out.

When to plant
If bare-rooted, you should plant
between the end of November
and the end of March, while the
sap is down. In most soils, the
earlier you plant, the better the
chance of the roots becoming
established, but if the soil is
waterlogged this won’t do the
roots any good, so better to plant
late. Container grown plants can
be planted at any time of the year.
If you’re planting bare root trees,
you should plant them within five
days of their delivery. You can
leave them in the bags they arrive
in until then, in a cool, frost-free

This hedge had been planted
in two, staggered rows, and
mulched with wood chip
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL
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building. The roots must be kept
moist but not too wet: whatever
you do, don’t let them dry out. If
you’re not able to plant your trees
in their final position within five
days, they’ll need to be taken out
of their bags and ‘heeled in’.

Storing bare-rooted plants
by heeling them in
This is the best way of storing bare
rooted trees if you’re not able to
plant them straight away.
1. Dig a trench, root deep, in
good moist soil that won’t dry
out or become waterlogged.
Alternatively, you could use a
large pot
2. Dig the trench with a sloping
back, deep enough for the tree
roots to be completely covered
3. Put the trees in the trench at
an angle, the stems against the
sloping side
4. If you have multiple trees in
bundles, separate them out and
space them along the trench.
Spacing is important to prevent
the roots from drying out and,
if you are planting an evergreen
species, to stop the plants from
heating up
5. Cover the roots with soil up to
the point where the roots and
stem meet and firm the soil
lightly by treading it down to
remove any big air pockets.

Ground preparation
Good ground preparation will give
your hedge the best start.
Newly planted trees do not need
particularly fertile soils in which to
become established – using such
soils can result in a lot more work
and trouble!

Planting is best done into
bare ground since this reduces
competition for water,
nutrients and light
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

Planting is best done into
bare ground since this reduces
competition for water, nutrients
and light, but can be successful
direct into grassy swards if the
soil is not too fertile. Avoid areas
prone to constant waterlogging.
It’s easiest to make bare ground
either by using a rotovator, or in
farmland by using a single furrow
plough. If using a plough, then
if the soils are dry and prone to
drought you can plant directly
into the furrow. However, if the

soil is thin or very wet, you can
make a ridge into which to plant
by making a return pass with the
plough, in the opposite direction,
to throw up the ridge.
Alternatively, for short lengths
of hedge, you can dig a trench
along the hedge line, either
using a spade or a small digger
(excavator), placing the soil
carefully to one side. This will
make planting a lot easier,
especially at a community event.

You can store bare-rooted
plants by heeling them in
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

This is because they encourage
the growth of aggressive grasses
and herbs like nettles, goosegrass
and docks, that will smother your
new trees and shrubs unless you
do a lot of weeding.
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If your hedge is to grow on a bank,
then plant soon after the bank
has been made (usually with an
excavator) and is stable. Don’t be
tempted to cover the top of the
bank with fertile topsoil or turf
because this will only encourage
aggressive growth of unwanted
grasses and herbs, as mentioned
above.

Planting

Two golden rules when
planting are:
● Don’t let the roots get frosted
or dry out – something which
can happen in just a few
minutes on a windy dry day
Always keep the roots in a bag
unless it is actually raining!
● Don’t plant too deep – the
point where the roots flare
out from the stem (the root
collar) should be level with
surrounding soil.
If planting at a density of four
trees or shrubs per metre, which
as remarked above is usually quite
enough, this means they should be
spaced 25cm apart if the hedge is
to be single rowed, or 50cm apart
if double rowed.
The most efficient way to plant
hedge trees and shrubs is using a

technique known as notch, or slit,
planting using a spade. Garden
spades can be used, but the job
is easier with a special planting
spade, especially in stony soils:
these are available online or at
garden centres. Push the spade
fully into the ground to the depth
of the roots, move it back and
forth to create a gap, insert the
plant and spread the roots. If you
need a bigger space, then add an
additional slit perpendicular to
the first, to create an L or T shape.
Hold the tree in place, making
sure it is at the right depth and
upright, then firm the soil around
the roots with your foot, using
enough pressure to remove large
air pockets and hold the tree in
place. Try to avoid compacting
the soil so much that all the air is
squeezed out of it, the pores are
lost, and it will no longer drain
freely. Job done!

Irregular spacing
or in blocks?

Any larger trees, over 90cm tall,
can be pit planted, but this is
much more labour intensive. This
involves digging a hole deep and
wide enough for the spread roots.
If container grown, the roots may
have to be teased out. Once the
tree is in position, backfill the
hole, firming the soil as for notch
planting.

Mulching and
herbicide use

For most species it is better to
plant them at irregular spacings
along the length of the new
hedge, rather than in blocks.
Block planting of species that
aren’t easy to manage by hedge
laying, like alder buckthorn,
spindle or guelder-rose will make
future management difficult,
while others, like hazel, oak, field
maple and rowan are seldom
found in discrete clumps in old
hedges. Blackthorn is often found
naturally in blocks but its ability to
sucker freely means that these will
form over time even if planted
singly. On the other hand, very
competitive species like willow
might be best planted in blocks to
reduce competition with others,
although the occasional one
planted for early season pollen
and nectar remains a good idea.

Mulching to prevent excessive
competition from grasses, nettles,
goosegrass, bracken and so forth
may be desirable to ensure good
rates of establishment and growth,
but may not be necessary –
particularly if planting into infertile
soil. Avoid using plastic mulches.

Notch planting (left)
and pit planting (right)
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL
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Also, avoid the use of any form
of matting or geotextile fabric:
otherwise, the herbs, grasses,
etc, that are such an important
part of any healthy hedge will be
prevented from developing for
many years. Locally sourced wood
chips are a better option. The use
of composts is not recommended
except for the most infertile soils,
that is unless you are prepared
to spend many hours weeding
to prevent aggressive plants
smothering your freshly planted
trees and shrubs.
The use of herbicides to suppress
competing plants should be
avoided on environmental
grounds, other than in exceptional
circumstances. Emerging evidence
suggests that glyphosate and
its breakdown products have a
negative effect on the soil biota,
especially invertebrates and
mycorrhiza. The additives which
aid contact and effectiveness of
the herbicide can also be harmful.
Where used, herbicide must
be applied responsibly in strict
accordance with manufacturers’
recommendations.
Not using herbicides, matting or
even mulches may slow down
shrub and tree growth, but unless
the hedge is being grown to
provide a rapid source of wood fuel
or is needed quickly to compensate
for the loss of a nearby recent
hedge, what’s the hurry?

Watering
If the soil is dry when you plant,
and there’s a risk that the roots of
your new trees and shrubs will dry
out, then give the plants a good
initial soaking if you can. After that,
if well mulched, avoid watering
as much as possible, because it
encourages shallow rooting and
will make the trees more sensitive
to drought stress in the future.

Locally sourced wood chips
are a good option for mulch
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL
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SECTION 7

How to run a hedge planting event
Hedge planting events are a
great way of engaging local
communities, especially schools.
They require few special
provisions once you have a
site, the necessary permissions,
spades, gloves, the trees and
shrubs, and any necessary
protection such as rabbit spirals
with canes or tree shelters with
stakes.
Health and safety provisions
are much the same as for any
outdoor event involving edged
tools and soil. People should be
urged to be careful and aware of
those around them, and to wear
gloves. If you are using bamboo
canes, these can be sharp.
The first step is to mark out
the line of the new hedge using
markers or a line. If the hedge
is not dead straight, it will seem
more natural! In public places,
do check there are no dog faeces
present.

Planting is a lot easier if you
have a root-deep trench to plant
into, especially if the planting
density has to be high, say eight
plants per metre, or if children
are involved. Excavate the trench
before the event either with a
small digger or, if you are feeling
very energetic, with a spade.
The plants can be laid out at
the desired spacings along one
side of the trench – all that then
needs to be done is to backfill
over the roots as the trees are
being planted.
Where planting density is lower,
just four or perhaps five plants
per metre, and adults are the
main planters, then notch (slit)
planting is usually fine. Here a
measurement stick, or more
conveniently a mark on the
spade handle, will make it much
easier for people to get the right
spacings. It also means that you
don’t all have to start planting
at one end of the hedge, since

if a measuring stick is used from
wherever you start and you’ve done
your calculations right there should
be little risk of there being too few
plants to complete the hedge, or
too many left over.
It is usually easiest if each person has
a bundle of just one species to plant,
with instructions about the rough
spacings required between each.

Remember this is not an
engineering task where
everything has to be just
right or things will fall
apart – the new trees do
not have to stand in ultraneat, regimented rows,
nor do the spacings have
to be precise!
Do stress the importance of
keeping roots moist, and of
planting at the right depth.

Hedge planting events are a
great way of engaging local
communities
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL
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SECTION 8

Establishing hedgerow trees
If there’s space, it is an excellent
idea to plant hedge trees destined
to be allowed to grow to maturity,
that is to become standards. These
will benefit wildlife greatly, and
may bring many other benefits,
such as improving the landscape,
improving the look of your
neighbourhood, providing shade
on hot summer days or yielding
fruit for us to eat.
The species chosen need not be
large when mature – oak, beech
and sycamore, for example, all
make fine trees but also require a
great deal of space. Smaller ones
like holly, crab apple, rowan and
hawthorn can produce masses
of flowers and fruits and so be
not only attractive to us, but also
highly beneficial to wildlife such
as pollinators and birds. They are
likely to be much more suitable in
gardens.
Your choice of trees may also be
influenced by hedge orientation. If
it runs east-west, then large trees
will cast more shade on the land
on either side than if it runs
north-south.
For large species like oak or beech,
aim to plant one tree destined to
become a standard roughly every
20m, so that, allowing for natural
and other losses, there is about
one per 40m when mature. For
smaller species, one every 5m to
start with is about right. Uneven
spacing will give a more natural
feel and look to the hedge.
There’s no need for those young
trees intended as standards to
be any larger on planting than
those used in the main body of

Hedge trees provide
numerous landscape and
wildlife benefits
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

the hedge. If they are larger this is
likely to mean you have to find the
time to pit plant them rather than
notch plant them and, being taller,
they may be more susceptible to
damage both from large herbivores
and from human vandals. They
may also need staking, which often
leads to future instability.
What is essential is that you
should mark these trees clearly
with a tag right from the start and
maintain these markers until trees
are safe from accidental trimming.
Marker stakes can be used, but

the trees should not usually be
attached to them, for the reason
just given above.
Planting shade tolerant species,
like holly, hazel and beech, either
side of a tree is a good idea, so
when the tree grows up it won’t
lead to a gap forming in the shrub
layer beneath it.
FURTHER INFORMATION
Jon Stokes and Kevin Hand. 2004.
The Hedge Tree Handbook.
The Tree Council.
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SECTION 9

Protection of the newly planted
shrubs and trees
Some protection for your new
hedge may be necessary but
do assess the risks carefully
before expending a lot of time
and money on fencing and tree
protectors that are not strictly
necessary. In past times, before
wire and plastic products were
available, many thousands of miles
of hedges were created perfectly
satisfactorily without them. Then,
where needed, new hedges were
protected from rabbits, hares,
sheep, cattle and deer, and no
doubt from malicious humans,
simply by covering the new
plants with thorny branches or by
creating fences made from dead
branches, so called ‘dead hedges’.
Remember, not every plant has to
survive. Nature and management
techniques such as laying will,
over time, fill in gaps. Also, some
browsing of young trees can
actually be beneficial, helping to
create the dense, bushy growth
required for a good hedge.

Fencing
Newly planted trees and shrubs
may need protection against
herbivores, whether they be
livestock like cattle and sheep, or
wild mammals like deer, rabbits,
hares or even voles. Permanent
wire fences are the best means of
protecting against cattle, sheep
and horses, and will deter deer,
using barbed wire and stock
fencing as appropriate. However,
they make future management
like laying, coppicing and repairing
banks difficult, as well as making
the maintenance of flower rich or
tussocky grass margins through

Plants destined to become
standard trees have been
planted in tree shelters here,
among the shrubs which are
protected by rabbit spirals
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

light grazing or occasional cutting
nearly impossible. So, only erect
permanent fences where strictly
necessary.
Temporary electric fencing may
be a better solution, in place only
for two or three years while the

hedge is becoming established:
it’s cheaper but requires more
maintenance.
Place fences at least 2m away from
the lines of trees and shrubs to
prevent browsing by cattle – even
further away for horses.
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Tree guards

The fences protecting this
new hedge are 2m away from
the rows of new plants to
keep them safe from cattle.
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

The fences protecting this
new hedge are 2m away from
the rows of new plants to
keep them safe from cattle
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

The use of rabbit spirals has
resulted in this new hedge
developing a strong gap just
above the ground where
no side branches have been
allowed to grow
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

Protecting against voles, rabbits,
hares and deer is problematic. The
first point you should consider is
whether the use of tree guards is
really necessary. It often isn’t – they
are frequently used as a matter of
course or because standard contract
or grant specifications require it.
Do assess the risk as best as you
can and only use guards where you
are reasonably sure they are
needed, not solely as a precaution.
Remember that their use will add
considerably to the cost of the new
hedge. Also, they can reduce tree
stability: the canes or stakes
encourage weak root growth.
Another good reason not to use
tree guards is that they reduce
the number of side branches
developing on young trees and
shrubs, leading to an immediate
gap between the ground and
canopy. This will remain in place
for many years, detracting from
the value of the hedge until,
hopefully, it is layed or coppiced.

Phasing out plastic
Plastic spirals or tree tubes/
shelters have been commonly
used against deer, rabbit, hare or
vole damage, and effectively so,
but the use of plastic is no longer
environmentally acceptable,
especially if single use. The
production and transport of
plastic tree guards has a significant
carbon footprint: worse still, if not
removed before they become
brittle and start to disintegrate,
they break down into shards and
microplastics which are harmful to
much wildlife. Experience reveals
that guards are rarely removed, for
a range of reasons. It’s
backbreaking work among thorns,
brambles and nettles; timeconsuming; not usually a condition
of grant-aid and easily put back to
another day, by which time it is
too late.
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This new hedge, located in a
community green space, was
planted without tree guards.
The fencing will be removed once
the hedge becomes more established
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Research suggests that where
less than 70% of plants are lost
through herbivore damage,
environmentally it is better to
replant than use plastic guards:
however, this may be the more
costly option.
Work is currently underway in
the UK to produce and evaluate
tree shelters using a range of
biodegradable materials, such as
paper, cardboard, plant starch and
wool. This work involves trials on
sites and monitoring over three to
five years as the plants establish. It
is a challenge to find materials that
can withstand several years of the
UK’s climate and ultimately break
down into non-harmful elements
in the soil. As better evidence
becomes available, we will update
this guide and make the latest
information available.
Whilst we do not recommend any
particular tree protection suppliers,
a few examples which describe
themselves as biodegradable,
sustainable or compostable
are included in the guidance
document: Protecting young trees
– How to make the best choice for
your planting project (The Tree
Council, September 2021).

PHOTO © ONWARD COMMUNITY GROUP

Biodegradable tree guards on a
newly planted hedge
PHOTO © MILTON CREEK COUNTRY PARK TRUST

Finally, do remember that
brambles and nettles can be
effective protectors of your trees,
from humans as well as herbivores.
There may even, on occasion, be a
good case for including bramble in
the list of species to be planted!
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SECTION 10

Caring for the hedge in its early years
Gapping-up and controlling
smothering plants
Plants that have died will need
replacing (a process known as
‘gapping-up’) if their loss has
resulted in substantial gaps: a
degree of loss is to be expected
and usually acceptable.
If the young trees and shrubs are
becoming swamped by goosegrass
(cleavers), nettles, bracken or
climbing grasses like creeping bent,
etc, then you will need to cut
them back. This is easiest done
with a hooked blade, carefully
removing smothering vegetation
from around the new tree’s stem
and branches but can be done with
garden shears or by hand pulling.
There’s no need to establish or
maintain bare ground around your
new trees and shrubs, you will only
be making work for yourself and
destroying a lot of wildlife in the
process. Some growth, especially
of brambles and nettles, may even
be desirable: as observed above,
they afford protection to the trees
and shrubs both from mammalian
herbivores and from human vandals.

Early trimming
Psychologically, it may be a difficult
thing to do, and on publicly
accessible land it may cause
disquiet and complaint, but cutting
back the young shrubs and trees a
few years after they have been
planted will help to ensure thick
bushy growth, as multiple shoots
arise from the cut stems. In past
times, it was usual practice to cut
off the stems of new hedge plants
at 15cm above ground as soon as
they were planted, to encourage
the development of multiple

Cutting back the young
shrubs and trees a few years
after they have been planted
will help to ensure thick bushy
growth
PHOTO © THE TREE COUNCIL

stems and vigorous growth. This is
rarely done these days (although
perhaps it should be), the cutting
back being done two or three
years after establishment.
At least on private land away from
public view, regular trimming in
the early years of a hedge’s life
is recommended – that is unless
tall trees are wanted as soon as
possible, such as for screening,
wood fuel or carbon capture. Start
low, and each time the hedge is
trimmed, raise the cutting height
by about 15cm.

Alternatively, if there’s a worry
the young plants may become
smothered or eaten off if cut back,
let them grow up and aim to lay or
coppice them in five- or six-years’
time to achieve a thick, bushy
hedge.
Trimming can be done either with
hand-held tools like secateurs
or a hand-held hedge-cutter.
In farmland settings a tractor
mounted flail can be used.
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The hawthorn by the billhook
is multi-stemmed because
it was cut down close to the
ground soon after planting,
the one on the left was left
uncut
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PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

Watering
Avoid watering if you can, to
encourage the roots to grow
deep. On freely draining soils
in places with low rainfall it is
better to mulch with a nutrient
poor medium such as wood
chips. In drought conditions you
may, though, find it necessary to
water during the first summer
to help the young trees establish
successfully.

hand tools like secateurs, to ensure
the young tree stands out clearly.
As with tree guards, plastic free tags
are still under development: finding
a product that is biodegradable,
highly visible and long-lasting
is proving challenging. In the
meantime, improvise. Strips cut

from brightly coloured plastic feed
bags are effective but do remove
them once no longer needed and
dispose of safely.
Tags should be moved to side
branches as soon as possible,
away from main stems, to avoid
strangulation.

Tagging standard trees
Saplings destined to become
standard trees need longer term
attention, particularly if the
hedge is likely to be cut with a
flail trimmer. You should continue
to tag them clearly, or perhaps
protect them with stout stakes
(not attached to them!), so they
are obvious from the tractor cab
until big enough to be seen easily,
perhaps as many as 10 years down
the line. As a further precaution,
cut back surrounding growth with

This tree, destined to grow
to maturity, has been clearly
tagged to alert the hedge
trimmer to its presence
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON
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SECTION 11

Encouraging good margins
Remember that good hedges are
more than just lines of trees of
shrubs. They should have margins
that are attractive to wildlife,
such as tussocky grasses or native
herbaceous flowers, or, in a garden
setting, ornamental beds that
are attractive to pollinators like
bees and hoverflies. Establishing
such margins is often even more
challenging than establishing the
rows of woody plants!

Natural colonisation
and plug planting
Once the shrubs and trees
have been planted, try to avoid
cultivation or the use of herbicides
within 2m either side of the trees
and shrubs, to allow marginal
herbaceous growth to develop
naturally from any seedbank or
seeds carried in by the wind or
animals. Also, you should not
normally mow before the marginal
growth is well established, that
is unless you need to control
excessive growth of unwanted
vigorous plants like docks. But it’s
difficult to pre-plan what will need
to be done – every site will be
different – so be prepared to be
flexible and to seek advice.
You may wish to consider
planting some herbs if the local
landscape is floristically very
impoverished and the soil seed
bank poor. Herbs are most
conveniently planted as plugs,
that is as small plants grown in
single units in modular trays.
In gardens, park or school
grounds, then either plant in
herbs, preferably native ones, or
create beds of fine soil into which
to seed them.

These flowering herbs have
been planted as plugs in the
margin of a new hedge
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

Controlled grazing
In rural areas, the greatest barrier
to the establishment of good
margins is tight grazing by cattle,
sheep or horses. This is why our
best displays of hedge flowers
are alongside lanes. Ideally,
pasture fields should be stocked
at levels compatible with margin
establishment and maintenance.
However, in commercial farming
systems this is rarely possible
these days, especially with high
levels of winter sheep grazing
being common. An answer is
to permanently fence off the
margins, leaving a gap between
the trees or the base of any bank
and the open field, but it’s not
a particularly good one since
without any grazing or ability

to mow them, the margins will,
before many years have passed,
become rank and lose most of
their flowers. Temporary electric
fencing is a possible solution,
especially where winter sheep
grazing is involved – keep the
wire 2m away from the shrubs
and trees.
The dense growth of brambles
that often develops behind fences,
while preventing the growth
of herbs, is far from a disaster.
It provides excellent habitat
for dormice, nesting birds and
a wealth of invertebrates. Far
better such brambly margins than
cultivated, cropped ground or
intensively managed pasture right
up to the shrub or tree line.
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Controlling nettles
and goosegrass
The second major barrier to
the successful establishment of
good hedge margin flora is the
excessive, dominating growth of
nettles and goosegrass (cleavers)
that typically grows where soils
have been enriched through
application of fertilizers and

manures over the years. These
nutrients can be very persistent,
lasting for decades. The nettles
and cleavers may be temporarily
controlled with herbicides, but the
chances are that they will regrow
within a year or two. There’s no
easy way to reduce their cover.
You may just have to tolerate
them – although not as good as

bramble dominated margins they
will still provide better habitat than
cultivated ground or intensively
managed pastures or lawns.
FURTHER INFORMATION
Devon hedges and wildlife 2: flowers,
field margins and ditches published in
2015 by the Devon Hedge Group.

A profusion of goosegrass
and nettle seedlings growing
alongside a hedge, revealing
that the soil has been
enriched with artificial
fertilizers applied to the
land. If trees and shrubs are
planted into similar highly
fertile soils, aggressive plants
such as these that thrive on
nutrient enriched soils will
quickly smother them
PHOTO © ROB WOLTON

29

Produced by The Tree Council in association with Robert Wolton.
The Tree Council is a registered charity, number 279000.
The Tree Council Hedgerow Learning Guides were produced as
part of Close the Gap, a year long programme focused on
achieving bigger, healthier, better-connected hedgerows.
Close the Gap was funded by the Government’s Green Recovery
Challenge Fund.
© The Tree Council 2022
Version number 01/2022
treecouncil.org.uk
hedgelink.org.uk

