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Britain’s hedges need to grow up! 
 

Harnessing the full potential of our hedgerows. 
 
How do you massively increase tree cover and biodiversity on productive farmland 
without taking up valuable land, with minimal or no extra cost, and without planting a 
single tree? Oh yes, and within 2 or 3 years?! 
 
There is a lot of talk about increasing tree cover (and biodiversity) for obvious 
reasons, but the focus is always on tree (or hedge) planting, which is costly and 
difficult to maintain, and requires large amounts of land and large amounts of plastic 
in the form of tree shelters, which are sometimes all that remains after a few years. 
 
With a different approach to hedge management, we could massively increase the 
volume of trees and shrubs already in our hedges and at the same time boost the 
flowering/fruiting capabilities of our hedged landscape and all the added benefits to 
wildlife that would bring. 
 
The target for this ‘new’ system are well established hedges that are on a normal 
trimming regime, i.e., trimmed to a box shape every year (or a slight variation on 
that) normally with the aim of maintaining a tidy, thick, easily managed and ideally 
stock-proof barrier. See diagram 1. 
 
Diagram 1: Basic hedge profiles after trimming 

 

 
 

These hedges can be good cover for nesting birds and small mammals etc if done 
well, but most of the potential for the hedge trees to flower and fruit are removed 
every year as many trees only flower on the 2nd or 3rd year growth. There have been 
attempts to increase the flowering capability of our hedges (see hedge link.org.uk – 
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Hedge cutting) to encourage landowners to trim every 2 or even 3 years, or 
incrementally increasing the height and width of the hedge each year. These 
systems work really well, but for many, mainly practical reasons they have not been 
adopted by many landowners/farmers in my area. 
 
As an alternative the ‘new’ system takes the basic annually trimmed hedge and 
simply allows the middle part of the hedge (about ¼ of the width) to grow up, while 
maintaining the rest as normal. See diagram 2. 
 

 
Diagram 2: The Double Decker hedge. New system profiles (after 2 or 3 years) 

 

 
With minimal changes to the hedge trimming system the contractor could achieve 
this with about the same amount of passes with the flail as before, i.e., no extra cost, 
particularly if trimming to a chamfered top as in fig 6. 
 
The taller you trim the hedge before it is left untrimmed the less of an ‘umbrella’ 
shading effect on the lower hedge and ground flora in the hedge margins, and this 
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also creates a more elegant visually pleasing hedge, so figs, 4,5 & 6 could 
eventually resemble figs 7,8 & 9 in Diagram 3. 

 
Diagram 3 

 

 
 

Hedge profiles in Diagram 3 achieved with the same or similar number of passes 
with the flail as original profiles in Diagram 1. 
 
This ‘new’ hedge trimming system is already being done (at least on one side of the 
hedge) by accident and/or intention, possibly boundary hedges with a conflict of 
interest – where one neighbour lets his side grow up to act as a visual screen or 
shelter for livestock, crops, or buildings in extreme weather, while the other 
neighbour wants to keep their side tightly trimmed. See photos 1,2 & 3. 
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Photo 1 

 

 
Photo 2 
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Photo 3 

 
Leaving the middle part of the hedge to grow for just one year produces a huge 
positive effect and that will increase year on year as the trees grow. Even after 
decades of trimming in this way as in the photos above, these hedges are still very 
dense at the base, but with a great flowering canopy above and out of reach of 
browsing animals. 
 
Look at YouTube video by the National Biodiversity Data centre called ‘Managing 
Healthy hedgerows’ featuring farmer John Fogarty who is managing his hedges in a 
similar way. 
 
Another benefit of this system is the potential for new hedgerow ‘standards’ to grow, 
acting like a nursery where eventually the larger tree species will get a chance to 
mature and provide another valuable ecosystem in decades and centuries to come. 
 
 

Possible negative impacts of this system and how to avoid them. 
 

As with previous attempts to improve our hedgerows for wildlife, there are possible 
negatives but with careful consideration there should be space for a percentage of 
hedges on even the neatest farms that could benefit both wildlife and the landowner 
if they changed to this system. 
 

• If the obscured visibility caused by a tall hedge is seen as a problem, choose 
hedges which cause the least visual interference, or alternatively allow 
sections of the hedge to grow up with large gaps in between. See diagram 4 
overleaf 

 
Diagram 4 
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• Roadside hedges would probably need wide verges unless the road side of 
the hedge was trimmed higher to allow vehicles to pass safely underneath. 

• Hedges with a lot of elm or ash could eventually cause damage to fences or 
people from falling deadwood if not managed properly, i.e., felled at the right 
time for firewood. 

• Hedges underneath overhead power cables should be avoided. 

• The weight of the extra growth would in time, flatten the angle of a newly laid 
hedge, so select alternative hedges, or wait a few years until better 
established. 

 
Long – term management of the hedge 

 

• As can be seen in photos 1, 2 & 3 a hedge can be maintained in this way for 
decades without problems. 

• Alternatively, the ‘top’ can be cut on rotation 
like a coppice or pollard every few years for firewood or woodchip particularly 
for fast growing species like hazel or willow, (a tractor mounted circular saw or 
tree shears would help with this). This would allow more light back into the 
base of the hedge periodically.  

• If the hedge eventually gets thin at the base it could be layed or coppiced. 
 
6 reasons why we should adopt the new hedge trimming system: - 
 

1. Carbon sequestration – it increases the volume of tree canopy cover year on 
year. 

2. It provides an untrimmed element to the hedge, which would increase the 
flowers – fruit – pollinators – birds – bats etc. 

3. It retains the dense base of the basic and practical, annually flailed hedge and 
the associated wildlife favouring this habitat. 

4. It provides shelter in extreme weather. 
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5. It is a nursery for future hedgerow standard trees. 
6. It is easy and cheap to do. 
 

 
If just 5% of the total length of hedgerow in the UK was changed to this system 
about 25,000 miles of vibrant, buzzing new ‘tree avenues’ would be created without 
planting a single tree. 
 
We need more trees in the UK, they’re there already. It’s time to let them grow! 
 
I have been approaching land/hedge owners to try this new system out with 
generally positive responses. As mentioned earlier, there would be little or no extra 
cost to the hedge owner, but to change a long-established method to a new system 
takes a bit of effort and planning, so a small financial incentive from the government 
(for benefits to wildlife, and maybe more importantly, carbon sequestration) per 
metre or kilometre of hedge, would really help ensure a good uptake to really make 
a massive, positive impact. 
 

If anyone knows how to move this forward, please get in touch. 
 

Any feedback is welcome. 
 

Contact 
 

Email:  colinjclutterbuck74@btinternet.com 
Phone: 01275 331528 
Mobile: 07840461854 

 
 

 
 
 


