
Hedgerows
The value of our living fences

HEDGEROWS: MORE THAN 
NESTING HABITAT

Hedgerows connect fragmented habitats 
across the landscape, acting like green 
highways.

Birds, small mammals, bats, and insects use 
them to move between feeding and nesting 
areas without crossing open, exposed 
ground.

This is especially important in intensively 
farmed areas where natural habitats are 
sparse.

LETTING THE HEDGEROWS 
DO THE WORK
These once-common living fences offer so 
much more than just boundaries - they’re 
feeding stations, nesting cradles, shelter belts 
and insect hotels.

Turtle doves need dense, thorny hedges or scrub, 
ideally 3 metres high and 4 metres wide. Thorns keep 
predators at bay, and a thick lower structure offers 
support for delicate nests. 

They may also nest in open woodland edges or even 
conifers if there’s enough cover, but good-quality 
hedgerow is their first choice.

Not just doves...

Yellowhammers love scattered scrub and hedge 
bases for nesting. They prefer slightly younger 
growth with sunny spots and a bit of bare ground 
nearby for seed foraging.

Grey partridges nest on the ground at hedge 
bottoms, especially where there’s tall, tussocky 
grass and wildflower strips nearby.

Whitethroats, linnets, bullfinches - the list goes 
on. Hedgerows, especially when linked with wild 
margins or woodland edges, are biodiversity 
superhighways.

A SAFE PLACE TO NEST

A BOON FOR FARMERS
Their roots stabilise soil and reduce erosion.

They act as windbreaks, which can reduce crop 
damage and water loss.

Flowering plants in hedgerows attract 
pollinators and natural pest  predators, 
supporting healthy crop systems.



Have an existing hedge you want to better maintain? 
Or want to plant a whole new hedge? This next section is for you…

Throughout this section we need to remember what a hedge is for. Historically it’s been used as a 
living fence for cows and sheep. To be effective it needs to be dense, and sturdy. Which species we 
select to use, and which management approaches we use to sustain the quality of the hedge really 
matter. It just so happens that these characteristics provides excellent habitat to fenland fauna.

PLANTING A NEW HEDGE

WHICH SPECIES?
80% of the species coppice well, to allow 
for long-term management and regeneration 
(more on this later!) 
– think hawthorn, blackthorn, hazel and spindle.

Around 50% are thorny species, to provide a 
dense stock-proof barrier and excellent habitat 
– think hawthorn and blackthorn

Other native hedgerow species to include are 
field maple, dog rose, and dogwood.

BAREROOT VS. CELL-GROWN

The choices you have when it comes to plants are 
bareroot and cell-grown.

Planting window Cost

Bareroot

Plant type

Cell-grown/
container

November – March 
(dormant season only)

Low

Year-round High

TREE GUARDS... DO YOU NEED THEM?

Guarding saplings is usually necessary- rabbits, deer, and muntjac can severely damage or kill young trees by 
nibbling shoots or stripping bark. While 1.2m guards offer full protection, they’re costly. A more affordable 
compromise is 50–60cm guards, which won’t stop all browsing but often allow saplings to establish.

Below is a comparison of the common guard types:

Relative 
cost

Degradation
time

Ease of 
installation

Removal
needed? NotesGuard type

Cardboard Medium
(££)

12–18 months 
(short)

Moderate
(requires stake)

No
(biodegradable)

Short lifespan (1–2 years). 
Not ideal for wet sites. 
Natural look.

Biodegradable 
spiral

Medium - high
(££ - £££)

2–5 years 
(slow to degrade 
in soil)

Easy
(no stake needed)

No
(but slow 
breakdown)

Still plastic-like in 
appearance, unclear real-
world breakdown time

Biodegradable 
tube

High
(£££)

3–5 years Moderate
(requires stake)

No
(but slow 
breakdown)

Better structure than 
spirals, but expensive

Plastic spiral Low
(£)

10+ years Easy
(no stake needed)

Yes
Cheap, widely used – but 
become brittle when 
exposed to UV, breaks into 
microplastics if left

Plastic tube Medium
(££)

15+ years Moderate
(requires stake)

Yes Durable, common 
in forestry - must be 
retrieved



Plant in 2 rows, 40–50cm apart (use 40cm if applying for the BN11 government grant as you need a minimum 
of 6 per m²). On compacted ground, loosen soil with a fork for better root establishment. Firm saplings in 
lightly to ensure root-soil contact, use either your heel or your hands, but don’t over-compact. Make sure to 
water in well to aid establishment.

PLANTING YOUR SAPLINGS

MULCHING - IS IT NECESSARY?
The purpose of mulching is to suppress weeds, and 
help retain moisture. If you’re planting your saplings 
into bare ground mulch is very important. Bare 
ground loses water very quickly to evaporation, and 
without active watering your saplings will likely die of 
thirst.

Woodchip is the most commonly used mulch as 
it lasts a few years. Biodegradable mulch-mat is 
another option, but it’s expensive.

For more detailed information on how to lay or coppice 
a hedge, visit www.newlifeoldwest.org.uk

TOP TIPS
If you’re planting into bare ground and don’t have 
mulch, don’t panic, you just need to make sure 
you’re watering in very dry spells.

If you don’t have access to mulch, but have time, 
you can prevent weeds smothering your saplings 
by cutting them back with a pair of shears once or 
twice in the spring and summer. 

It’s better to have the weeds surrounding your 
plants than nothing at all. They provide ground 
cover and reduce evaporation reducing the need 
to water!

HOW TO MAINTAIN A HEDGEROW

Hedges are just a collection of trees. If they aren’t managed they’ll grow to be full size and you’ll lose the 
benefits a dense, thorny hedgerow brings. Below is a timeline of how to manage them:

Action Purpose / NotesYear

Year 0
(Planting)

Plant saplings 
(November to March for bareroot, 
year-round for cell-grown)

Mulch if you can. Accept some losses. 
Water in your plantings.

Years 1-2 Hand-weed once or twice yearly.
Monitor guard condition.

Helps establishment; low-input weed control. 
Avoid bare soil.

Year 3 First formative cut 
light trim on sides (not top)

Encourages bushy growth from the base. 
Don’t cut hard. Optional but helpful.

Years 4-5 Optional annual or biennial trim
(light shaping)

Maintain dense structure.

Years 5-7 Lay the hedge 
if stems are 2–8 cm thick

Traditional management. Lay in winter while dormant. Helps 
form stock-proof, wildlife-rich structure.

Years 8-15+ Allow to regrow naturally Dense multi-stemmed regrowth forms a mature hedge. 
Minimal intervention.

If neglected 
or missed 
laying window

Coppice instead 
cut down to 5–10 cm above ground

Use angled cuts to prevent the stump rotting. Coppice in late 
winter to ensure the trees are dormant. Restarts the cycle. 
Strong regrowth in spring.


