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Summary

The styleofhedgi ng referred to as fAMechan
appropriate in a few limited cases but may also have long term disadvantages
which need to be carefully considered. The practical constraints of this form of
hedging mean that it cannot be considered a universal solution to hedgerow
management problems. Traditional hedge laying is sustainable in that the
technique enables future management to be equally as good as the time before.
As a whole, this system i s wamethods andip
used inappropriately is likely to create longer term management problems. Any
new technique should be thoroughly monitored and analyzed by professional
organizations before being adopted.
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1.

Introduction.

A number of people have recently expressed concern about so called

A Wi
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have asked for advice and guidance on the subject. This reportis in
response to those requests for information.

The decision on how a particular hedge is managed is the responsibility
of the land owner, taken in the context of the overall management of the
property and based on informed opinion. It is not the role of the National
Hedge Laying Society to dictate how particular hedges should be
manage; however when the society is asked for advice it is within its
constitutional aims that it should express an opinion based on its wealth
of knowledge and experience.

Mechanical Hedge Laying

The following description of the technique is taken from the paper by
M.J.W Dodds of the Aylesbury Vale Countryside Services (AVCS) and is
in the public domain on web site www.ConservationEvidence.com

Since 2000, several hedgerows in the Aylesbury Vale in southern
England have been laid in the autumn using the mechanical
hedge-laying technique devised and tested by a local farmer, John
Morris of Long Crendon, Oxfordshire. The dominant woody
species in these hedges comprise hawthorn Crataegus monogyna
and Blackthorn (sloe) Prunus spinosa. The process involves
cutting each main stem as one would for traditional hedge-laying,
cutting as low to the ground as possible 1/2 to 2/3 of the way
through to avoid snapping of the trunk. This is done with a petrol
driven pruning saw which enables access to the hedge base
without the need to cut away material from the sides of the hedge.
It is important not to cut too much from the side of the hedge to
retain as much volume as possible. After cutting, a telescopic
handler mounted on a tractor with a special attachment made on
the farm is used to gently push over the hedge (following the
hedge line) in sections of a couple of metres at a time. It is then
gently compressed with the telescopic handler which helps to
layer and lock the hedge together, and ensure stability in the wind.
There is no need for stakes and binders. The hedges were then
fenced each side at least 1 m from the base of the hedge.

The following are the claimed benefits of this technique as reported on
the same web site:

Using this mechanical laying technique, two experienced workers
are able to lay up to 250 m of hedge a day (depending on the
state of the hedge). The cost equates to hiring one man with a
telescopic handler and one with a pruning saw/chainsaw for 1 day.
This is significantly less expensive than an experienced hedge-
layer laying a hedge in a traditional manner who would lay about
20 m per day at a cost of approximately £7.00/m. The results of
mechanical hedge-laying are maintenance or creation of a broad,
thick (particularly at the base), tall hedge. The autumn berry crop
is retained and the hedge flowers in the following year. After laying
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thef ol | owi ng year 6s gr dhedgehregensrates i gor ous
much more quickly than a traditionally laid hedge. This is probably
due to less stress to the trees because little growth is removed,
and also to the lack of competition from species such as cleavers
Galium aparine and stinging nettle Urtica dioica as the
mechanically laid hedges retained their shading effect and volume
thus suppressing these herbaceous weeds. These species can
swamp a traditionally laid hedge in the first few years after laying.
In comparison to traditionally layed hedges, those mechanically
laid are much broader at the base, thicker, taller, have more
deadwood for invertebrates and flower and fruit every year.
Placing the fencing 1 m from the base of the hedge allowed a
tussocky grassland strip to develop between the fence and hedge,
which benefited additional nesting bird species and invertebrates.
The natur al | otbeshedgedahted laymdp is pradonged
by the grazing action of the cattle leaning over the fence,
increasing the length of time that a dense base is retained for the
benefit of wildlife. If cost is limiting factor fencing need not be
installed, although this may be pertinent if an instant stock proof
barrier is required.

Outlook: This technique seems to be a perfect marriage of
practical farming benefit and environmental gain and has been
accepted by local Countryside Stewardship advisors. Aylesbury
Vale Countryside Service were so impressed with the technique
that grants are now given for 'Wildlife Hedge-laying' using this
mechanical hedge-laying method and it is actively promoted. It is
hoped that more farmers adopt this practice of hedgerow
management.

2. The Hedges.
For purposes of this report three sites in Aylesbury Vale were examined,

Rushbeds, Bernwood Meadows, and Aylesbury Riverside Park.

Rushbeds: Is managed by the Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and
Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust and was examined in August 2009. Itis
understood that these were laid by the described method in the winter of
2008/2009. The site is approximately 1.25 miles south of Ludgershall on
the Wooton Underwood/ Borstall road about 100m before Borstall. This
is a roadside hedge with a long narrow meadow on the North side. The
surrounding area is of small fields down to grass interspersed with mixed
woodland. The hedge is of typical central England mixed species, EIm,
Blackthorn, Hawthorn with other species such as Ash and Maple. The
finished hedge was broad 3m to 4m, the height and density varied
considerably throughout its length. Some hedgerow trees had been left
in place. The site is a SSSI so designated because of its species rich
unimproved grassland and small meadows.

Bernwood Meadows: Is managed by the Berkshire, Buckinghamshire
and Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust and was examined in August 2009. The
hedge is on the road between Oakley and Stanton St John in
Buckinghamshire. As in the case of Rushbed the surrounding
countryside has typical small grass fields and woodland areas.



The hedge consists of common species for this area including Elm,
Blackthorn, and Hawthorn. The off side of the hedge is a long narrow
meadow. The hedge has been cut in approx fifty metre sections the
intermediate sections left as original hedge approx four to five meters
high with some mature Oak. No hedgerow trees have been left in the cut
sections of hedge which were showing considerable growth up to 2m
high. The site is a SSSI so designated because of its species rich
unimproved grassland and small meadows.

Aylesbury Riverside Walk: Is managed by the Aylesbury Vale District

Council Countryside Management and was inspected in September

2009. At this site there were several hedges which had been layed using

the wildlife technique. One hedge layed by this method two years ago

and two further hedges layed four years ago. These hedges are on

public land which has been converted to a natural park from derelict farm

land and is situated on the edge of the Aylesbury conurbation. The

ground on both sides of the three hedges is grass which is being

managed to encourage species rich wild flowers. The area has areas of

mature and semi mature trees and some areas have been planted

randomly with young trees to create scrub areas. Other areas represent

wetland with rushes etc. The purpose of treating these hedges in the way
described was to encourage thepafkwi | dl i f e
and hopefully encourage an increased diversity of species. The hedges

examined were wide 4m to 5m with a dense base and considerable

growth with a height up to 3m. No plans have been made on the future

management of these hedgerowsot her t han a apgpwach,t and se¢
i.e. decisions will be made in the light of future requirements and

economic circumstances.

3. Critique.
Before drawing any conclusion on this system of hedgerow management

it is important to recognise two distinct parts. There needs to be a
separationb e t w ePeocessi  a Rudposio . For example the
traditional purpose of laying a hedge may be to make the hedge stock
proof, the process for achieving this may be to use a traditional hedge
layer working with hand tools, or equally it could be done by a hedge
layer using a chain saw. Therefore the same purpose may be achieved
by two different processes. The questions to be answered therefore
are:-

1. What does the process offer over and above existing processes?

2. Is the purpose met by the specified process?

3. Is the system generally applicable?

4.1 The Process.

The concept of managing hedgerows by mechanical means is certainly

notnew. Sincet he early 19506s many different g
have been devised to aid in this process, (Tractor mounted Saws,

Modified reaper systems, and Flails). The use of a tele-handler with a

pruning saw attachment may be a novel way of approaching the problem

but like all previous developments the success or failure of such

equipment will depend on Capital Cost, Operational Cost, and above all

its ability to achieve the desired result, i.e. the purpose.



There are clearly areas where using this process would be inappropriate.
e.g. it would not be suitable where there was an arable crop in the field
since the machinery would damage the crop or there may be a risk of soil
compaction. Even on grassland it could cause severe poaching under
wet conditions. Drainage ditches, uneven ground and hilly areas could
also present difficult and hazardous situations, as would features in or
near the hedge such as overhead power lines or service poles.

Using this equipment the operator is set well back with vision obscured
by the bush and it is inevitable that some stems will be cut incorrectly or
perhaps not cut at all. With conventional hedge laying the hedger is
close to the stem and is able to make individual decisions at each stage.

Claims of up to 400 and even 800m per day have been made. Of course
every hedge is different and the actual speed of laying depends on the
hedge, thickness of stems, closely packed, badly aligned, and content all
can make a significant difference to the progress of the work. Speed of
course is not generally a criteria except where it is related to cost. How
well the process is being applied must also be assessed.

Determining if the technique described is cheaper than employing a
traditional hedge layer depends on how you do the accounting and is a
matter for the landowner. Since no detailed costings were done it is not
possible to substantiate the claim that this method is cheaper than
conventional techniques. Claimed costs vary from £4 to £6 per meter
and whilst the lower figure would be difficult to achieve with conventional
techniques the upper figure is not out of the range of conventional costs.
It does seem however that comparing this technique with the cost of a
conventional Iietgedinelid dincéthey dinetd achieve
different purposes.

4.2 Purpose.

In the cases of the hedges examined there were no detailed surveys
done either before or after, it is not possible therefore to determine if the
purpose was achieved other than if the purpose was simply to create a
hedge with high volume.

Rushbeds: Itis difficult to see what has been achieved; the hedge looks
unsightly and inappropriate for the area. On the roadside the outward
growth is in places extended to the edge of the road and will eventually
have to be flailed for the safety of road users. On the field side the cut
hedge is extending beyond the wire fence and what should be valuable
grazing land is being lost to intrusive species. The hedge has been
poorly layed even by the criteria set for the process described. i.e. stems
were incorrectly cut; heels not removed, broken pleachers, and stressed
stems.

Bernwood Meadows: The hedge has been badly cut even in terms of
the mechanical process described. On the roadside the outward growth
is enclosing a ditch which is presumably there for purposes of drainage
and will eventually be obstructed with growth and debris from the hedge.
The roadside of the hedge will have to be cut back for the safety of road
users. On the field side there is again invasion by blackthorn and the



potential loss of what should be valuable grassland both in terms of
invertebrates and in terms of natural grazing. The concept of cutting this
hedge in sections is good and reduces the impact on the landscape. The
upward growth and density of the hedge was no more than would have
been expected from using conventional techniques, and this alone
suggests that any saving in cost on the initial work will be more than
offset by the cost of keeping the hedge under control in the longer term.
No thought seems to have been given to the future management of the
hedge.

Aylesbury Riverside Walk: the aim of laying the hedge in the way
described seems to have been achieved. In this instance the use of
mechanical means seems to have been done much more carefully. The
area has a i wappedranceandrhere ig dearly a great
diversity of flora and fauna. There are no agricultural requirements to be
served and the tall dense hedges succeed in breaking the area up into
small grassy enclaves which the public can enjoy. Itis intended to leave
these hedges unmanaged until intervention becomes a necessity. In the
long term this could lead to a loss of some of the grassy area by invasion
of species such as Blackthorn. When intervention does becomes
necessary it may have to be drastic in that coppicing will almost certainly
be required.

. Conclusion.

Hedgerows are infinitely variable in structure and it is this variety which is
significant in the countryside. Landscape value and agricultural
requirements have to be taken into account in addition to short and long
term benefits. Every hedge broad or narrow, tall or short provides an
advantageous habitat for some flora and/or fauna. What can be asserted
is that broad tall, bushy hedges support a larger variety of wildlife.

With regard to the process it is difficult to visualize how two men with
Chainsaws and Tele-Handling equipment can work out cheaper than two
men with chainsaws, given that due care needs to be taken to ensure the
long term health of the hedge. Due care of the hedgerow should under
no circumstances be sacrificed for the sake of speed. What is essential
both in mechanical and conventional hedge laying is that the operatives
have a clear understanding of hedgerows and have the necessary skills
to achieve what is being asked. Each pleacher needs to be cut and
layed individually to avoid cracking and splitting of stems.

The use of the mechanical technique described in this report clearly has
a limited application and the success of the technique is just as
dependant on the knowledge, skill and craftsmanship as is the case with
conventional hedge laying.

Hedges cannot be considered in isolation and any management regime
for hedges must take into account its context in the surrounding
countryside and the overall management of the land. i.e. it must be
basedon fAi ndbpir medno.



Using studies based on other types of hedges in locations which have

completely different landscape structures to support the concept of

AWil dlife Hedgingo is of dubious benefit
scientific studies conclusions can only be based on perceived wisdom

and experience accumulated over many years. Only in the case of the

Aylesbury Riverside Walk area does the purpose of the operation seem

to have been achieved. But we have yet to see the longer term

conseguences.

The benefits of using this mechanised technique for managing a hedge
are to say the least dubious and the resulting hedge is beneficial in a
limited number of situations. We would urge all those who have the
responsibility of deciding hedgerow management strategies to consider
very carefully the points made in Appendix 3 before using this technique.

It was disappointing to find that organisations dedicated to the
conservation of the countryside are applying new methods without
professional advice and without appropriate scientific study

We the National Hedge Laying Society were not asked to formally give
our opinion on this hedging technique, neither has it seemed were the
main agri-environment scheme providers such as DEFRA or Natural
England. Nigel Adams from the NHLS and Emily Ledder Natural
England hedgerow officer both visited the farm of Mr Morris and wrote a
reply to the original article in British Wildlife. They were firmly of the
opinion that the poor technique used the large amount of dead wood and
the problem of future management made wildlife hedging of limited
value. The style has certainly not received the official blessing of any
agri-environment scheme and it is unlikely that it would without further
research.

Research is currently under way by Natural England, to look at quicker
and lower cost alternatives techniques for hedge laying but these will be
based on sound methods of cutting at the base. The NHLS is pleased to
be taking a lead part in this research.

Whilst we acknowledge the wildlife benefits of denser hedges and are
keen to develop techniques that lend themselves to today® requirements
The National Hedge Laying Society cannot support such crudely carried
out forms of hedge laying which threaten the long term viability of the
very hedges we are trying to conserve.




Appendix 1

The following is a sentence by sentence critique of the paper published by
J. M. Dodds, on the subj eRhtaseotdkenfrgvhthed | |i f e
original text are shown in Bold Italics, with detailed comment following in
ordinary type.

1. é.. and is greatly preferable to the
flailing of farmland hedges.

The flailing of hedges is not an alternative to hedgelaying. Both are useful and
necessary téniques at appropriate times in the life cycle of a hedgerow.
Annual flailing is not recommended and most farmers now follow the
recommended practice of once every two or three years.

2.é. and for several years aftersoufcesyi ng,
for wildlife e.g. flowers, fruit and nesting habitat, compared to a large
overgrown hedge.

All types of hedge provide a preferential habitat for some flora and/or fauna
species over otherdNewly layed hedges retain fruit on the laid stems arid wi
flower and bear fruit again in the following seasdiesting birds are not the

only wildlife in the countryside and providing nesting sites for birds must

always be considered in the context of other wildlife. It is not possible to
preserve a hedge @particular state indefinitely, and the key to good
management is to maximise the wildlife potential of a hedge at each stage in its
natural cycle. Not all hedges argdd each year and it is almost certain that
there will be untouched hedges adjaderdny that are kgedtherefore in the

context of the surrounding landscape hedgelaying is of minimal distutbance

3. When practiced alongside roads (as is often the case because of the
advertising opportunities for contractors and for aesthetic appea@atan even
be a danger to wildlifé

Hedge Layers will frequently advertise their services at a roadside (Why not
thatdos good business) but | doubt if
Aesthetic appeal is also important since it is the lofake countryside which
attracts tourists and therefore influences the rural economy.

4. é. t al | hedges @yoalbaand &egteeldalc tinmunculusl s
to fly up and over roads out of the impact zone of road traffic, short
traditionally laid hedges do not.

There appears to be only anecdotal evidence of this. Most Nocturnal mammals
and birds will be confused by the headlights of vehicles but the strike rate is
related to the frequency of traffic. In areas where there are heavy populations of
barn owls, i.e. Lincolnshire/Cambridgeshire Fens, there are no hedges and road
kills of barn owls does not appear to be a problem. The road kill argument
therefore must be related to various other factors not necessarily the height of
the hedge. Kestrelaunt in a totally different way to Barn Owls, i.e. they hover
and observes, as can be frequently seen alongside busy motorways. It is
doubtful if the height of the hedge has any significance to the number of road
Kills.
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. The best hedgerows favildlife are species rich, tall, and broad and dense at
the base mimicking the woodland edge environment which much native
wildlife can exploit

No one would deny that species rich, tall, and broad hedgerows are good for
wildlife but as mentioned before all typeshafdgerow are exploited by some
species in preference to others, and hedges do not remain in the same state
indefinitely.

. Hedges of this nature provide nesting opportunities for declining ground
nesting birds such as grey partridd&rdix perdix

I quotefrom the Game Conservancy advice on rearing Grey Partridge.
AThe hedge is not strictly essenti al
a wind breakeéo

Grey Partridge habitat is mainly in cultivated field margins where there is good

ground cover.

. Broad dense hedges also protect song bird nestlings from predators such as
magpiePica picawhich find it much easier to rob nests constructed in sparse,
annually flailed hedges.

This statement is a justification for rejuvenating a hedge by some means but
does not of itself justify wildlife hedging. A layed hedge is dense after two
years. Sparse hedges are caumeolver trimmingand poor management.

. Some years previously, l{a farmer) had a hedge laid traditionally and was
disappointed with the result§.he vast bulk of the hedge had been cut out and
arisings burnt in the field resulted in local nutrient enrichment and a
subsequent growth of nettlddrtica. The hedge was thin and sparse and had
lost all its' fruit. The time and costs involved was alsotregive. So he decided
to see if there was an alternative and devised a method of mechanical hedge
laying, coined 'Wildlife Hedgdaying'.

There is no indication as tyedwhavitv t he AnAdi
was like before it was Yeed and ifit was layedby a competent hedge layer.

You cannot condemn all laid hedges on the basis of one which may have been
incorrectly laid.

The Anewd0 method supposedly devised and
no more thamedge laying using a tractordrs just as much dependant on the

skill of the practitioner as conventional hedge laying.

. The process involves cutting each main stem as one would for traditional
hedgelaying, cutting as low to the ground as possible 1/2 to 2/3 of the way
through to awid snapping of the trunk. This is done with a petrol driven
pruning saw which enables access to the hedge base without the need to cut
away material from the sides of the hedge.

A petrol driven pruning saw seems an unlikely tool to cut a stem the vgay it
done in conventiondledge laying Examination of the hedges cut by this
method suggestbat theactualpractice falls a long way short of the above
description. It is clearly not possible to control the laying over of a stem
remotely. There was mhavidence of broken stems, incorrect cutting and



splitting. Qutting away material from the side of the hedge is not always
necessary but from an agricultural point of view hedges have to be kept within
bounds to maximise loss of agricultural land.

10. After cutting, a telescopic handler mounted on a tractor with a special
attachment made on the farm is used to gently push over the hedge (following
the hedge line) in sections of a couple of metres at a time. It is then gently
compressed with the telescopicridier which helps to layer and lock the
hedge together, and ensure stability in the wind. There is no need for stakes
and binders.

Pushing over the stems with a telescopic handler can hardly be described as

Agentl ed and wil/l u n doutwsterhsdtavould bed a ma ge man
almost impossible to push over two stems at the same time without breaking or

splitting and probably breaking them off. The resulting hedge will almost

certainly be | ayed but it is drotebtf ul i f
wi nd. It could not possibly be consider
each stem has a Aspringo effect which ke

11.Using this mechanical laying technique, two experienced workers (John and
George, the main practitionerotdate) are able to lay up to 250 m of hedge a
day (depending on the state of the hedge). The cost equates to hiring one man
with a telescopic handler and one with a pruning saw/chainsaw for 1 day. This
is significantly less expensive than an experiencestlgelayer laying a hedge
in a traditional manner who would lay about 20 m per day at a cost of
approximately £7.00/m.

The figures quoted for a traditional hedge layer suggestttegtrefer toa
Midland or South of England Stylayed hedge This is lke comparing the cost
of a garden shed with the cost of a four bed roomed hdlssts will vary
considerably and frequently reflect the skill required for the work. In effect
Ayou get what you pay foro.

12.The results of mechanical hedgaying are maint@ance or creation of a
broad, thick (particularly at the base), tall hedge. The autumn berry crop is
retained and the hedge flowers in the following year.

Other styles of hedge laying achieve exactly the same, after all many of the
styles (such as thossing double bush) are aimed at creating a dense bushy
base to retain sheep. The berry crop is retained on live pleachers and generally
speaking the immediate habitat impact of hedge laying in the context of the
surrounding hedges is minimal.

13. Afterlaying t he f ol l owing yeard6s growth is vi
regenerates much more quickly than a traditionally laid hedge.

The purpose dfedge layings to create vigorous growth, as with most woody
plants pruning encourages growth; that is a fundampntadipal of

horticulture. We cannot of course measure the growth that would have occurred
if the same hedge had beegddin a different way.Examination of the growth

on these hedges does suggest that the regrowth in the denser parts is probably
limited by shading.



14.This is probably due to less stress to the trees because little growth is removed,
and also to the lack of competition from species such as clea@aitgim
aparineand stinging nettleUrtica dioicaas the mechanically laid hedges
retainedtheir shading effect and volume thus suppressing these herbaceous
weeds.

The Cutting backof mostshrubs isa provenwayto encourage growth, which is
why hedgerows around gardens and fields have generally been so successful.
What is crucial is that thegre cut in the correct way at the appropriate time in
their growth cycle.Competition from such plants as Cleavers, Nettle, and
Clematis occur on the threshold of many hedges regardless of the type of
management used and are in fact more to do withygm| margin management
and shade.

15.1n comparison to traditionally layed hedges, those mechanically laid are much
broader at the base, thicker, taller, have more deadwood for invertebrates and
flower and fruit every year.

Broader, thicker, taller with more deadwood is fine if that is what is
required and if such instructions were given to a hedge layer then that is
what should be delivered. Hedges which have been layed correctly will
flower and fruit every year including the summer after laying.

16. Placing the fencing 1 m from the base of the hedge allowed a tussocky
grassland strip to develop between the fence and hedge, which benefited
additional nesting bird species and invertebrates.

Placing post and wire fencing 1m from the base of the hedge is cmmatnt

practice for any type of invasive hedge management. However in the examples

we saw of Mechanical heddgyingthe hedge had already overrun the wire

fenccand was encroaching into the field, t
grass stripo.

17.Thenat ur al |l oose 6AO6 shape of the hedge a
grazing action of the cattle leaning over the fence, increasing the length of
time that a dense base is retained for the benefit of wildlife.

There was 1| ittl e eonthahedyeseéspected anditiss A A0 s h
difficult to see how this type of laying could produce anything other than a pile

of shrubs of undefined shapkhe purpose of fencing is generally to keep the

stock away from the hedge and prevent it grazing on your@sho

18.1f cost is a limiting factor fencing need not be installed, although this may be
pertinent if an instant stock proof barrier is required

This seems to be a contradiction to the whole principal. If a stock proof hedge is
required and cost is anitation, then why not save on the fence by having the
hedge laid in a conventional way. What this is saying is that a mechanically laid
hedge is not stock proof.



19.This technique seems to be a perfect marriage of practical farming benefit and
environmenal gain and has been accepted by local Countryside Stewardship
advisors.

On the contrary this technique does not seem to be an acceptable farming

practice in any way. The hedge is not stock proof, valuable agricultural land is

lost to the wider hedge drthere is no proven cost saving. We are not given any

i ndication as to who the ACountryside St
accepted this as a practice.

20. Aylesbury Vale Countryside Service was so impressed with the technique that
grants are now giverfior 'Wildlife Hedge-laying' using this mechanical hedge
laying method and it is actively promoted.

Giving grants will encourage farmers to use the technique right or wrong since
most farmers are cost conscious and the opportunity to offset some costs may
taken to the detriment of the countryside and the hedges concerned



Appendix 2

The following notes refer to photographs which were taken on inspection of two
hedges laid by this technique in the winter of 2008/9. References on the
photographs are: BM = Bernwood Meadows. RB = Rushbeds. AV = Aylesbury
Riverside Walk.

Dead branches protruding from

the hedge are frequent. Note

how they are projecting

upwards and outwards from

the wire which is supposed to

be 1m from the base of the

hedge. There is no sign of the

strip of ATussockyo g
invasive species such as

Blackthorn.

Ref BM004

A closer view of some of the
dead lateral branches. Note
the lack of fresh growth along
the stems.

Ref BM0O05

Broken and dead stems
sticking out of the top of the
hedge. Note the bramble
invading the lower part of the
hedge.

Ref RBO0O8



