
www.agrii.co.uk

AGRII WILDLIFE INFORMATION SHEET No.6

Raising the bar
The essential points to consider when cutting hedges.

Introduction
The word hedge comes from the Anglo-Saxon name gehaega, barrier 
or fence and they provide a variety of functions. Some hedges are 
remnants of ancient woodlands, being species rich, while others 
came from parliamentary enclosures 1750-1850 and are less diverse 
being mainly of Hawthorn. Hedges help to define our countryside and 
can be stock proof barriers, give shelter and habitat for wildlife and 
provide corridors along which wildlife can move.
Flowering hedgerow species provide some of the earliest (March, 
April) supplies of pollen and nectar, vital for many early insects. Most 
sown flower strip and margins don’t deliver until late May.
Other flowering hedgerow species can be found later in the spring 
and summer so providing a long delivery period.

Facts. The overriding legislations for hedges come from the 1987 Protection of nesting Bird act and the 1989
Hedgerow protection act. Permission must be obtained to remove a hedge and there are certain restrictions to the 
trimming of hedgerows to protect nesting birds.
From the period 1946-1974 the UK lost a quarter, 190,000km, of its hedges. The UK now has about 450,000km of
managed hedgerows, 190,000km are ancient and species rich. After the 1990’s hedge planting exceeded hedge
removal. Hedges are a diverse habitat containing over 130 UK BAP (Biodiversity Action Plan) priority species. 
Hedges are covered by a range of legislations and feature highly in environmental schemes.

The state of UK hedges
In 2007 a country side survey in England recorded only 48% of the 
hedges were considered to be in favourable condition. In arable 
landscapes this figure dropped to 12%.

What are the main problems?
Neglect of hedges that turn into rows of trees so are no longer 
considered as hedges.
The cutting of hedges to the same height over a long period that 
causes a classic ‘mushroom’ shaped ‘gappy’ hedge that has no 
environmental value and leads to eventual deterioration.

Tree and shrub growth pattern
Trees and shrubs do not produce blossom or 
berries on the first-year growth.

The knuckle
Repeated cutting to the same height produces 
the ugly “knuckle”, the classic sign of a poorly 
managed hedge.
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OPTION ONE. 
Go to a good garden centre and 
in February-March buy bare root 
cuttings so the work has been 
done for you (but where’s the fun 
and ownership in that!).   
There is one very big downside 
to this method, and that is you 
can’t select the stock, and there’s  
no guarantee you will get a  
male tree.

OPTION TWO. 
Almost guaranteed success 
comes from the following 
method:

1.  October to February is the 
best time to take cuttings as the 
sap is down and the plant is 
dormant.  Select stems that have 
a thickness somewhere between 
a pencil and a thumb.   
These are then cut into 30 
centimetre lengths with the 
basal cut just below a bud.   

Some cuttings can have the top 
cut off which will produce a more 
bushy plant.  Larger cuttings may 
be taken – this speeds up the 
time till flowering, but failure of 
cuttings increases.

2.  Fill a few big flower pots with 
potting compost mixed with a bit of 
sharp sand to help drainage,  
and push several cuttings into 
each flower pot so half of the 
cutting is buried.

3.  Keep these well watered and 
after one year they can be planted 
out.  Losses are reduced if at the 
end of the first year the cuttings 
are potted on for one more year, 
and then planted out.

4.  Planting out is best done in 
March as soon as the soil begins 
to warm up but before the cuttings 
are in leaf.  It will take a couple of 
years for these cuttings to produce 
the flowers you need.

5.  The best place to plant is in 
a sheltered, sunny site either in 
a hedge gap or at the end of a 
hedge.  Field corners are also 
good, where you can plant a 
group on the south side of an 
existing hedge.

6.  Tree guards are essential.   
The plastic netting tubes are 
better than the solid plastic 
tubes, which tend to force rapid, 
misshapen growth from the tree. 
Keep the young trees weed-free 
to about a metre radius for the 
first three years.

OPTION THREE.
There is of course an easier way, 
but success is much reduced.  
That is to take much bigger 
cuttings and plant them straight 
into their final place, put a tube 
round them and keep them  
weed free. 

Marek Nowakowski.  September 2014.

So what can 
I do now? 
Autumn is the time for planting new 
crops, and that includes the wildlife 
ones as well.  This leaflet describes 
a simple, cheap and effective way 
of boosting the vital early spring 
pollinator food supplied by planting 
Goat and Grey willows.

It is essential for female bees coming 
out of hibernation in March to get 
adequate supplies of pollen (protein) 
which is used to build them up and 
increase egg fertility. 
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Incremental cutting 

Incremental cutting is where the cutter bar is raised 5-10 cms 
above the previous cut. Research has shown that this greatly 
improves hedge health and each year produces significant 
quantities of blossom and berries. Autumn incremental 
trimming may be advantageous if late winter trimming is 
difficult due to wet ground. This way some berries remain on 
the hedges for winter.

Cutting options  
Remember a February cut is generally better for wildlife than 
a September cut. Consider the advantages of incremental 
cutting.

Annual cut to the knuckle. No environmental value and 
eventual hedge degradation.

Annual incremental cut. This could be as early as 
September. This time is a good choice for fields that lie 

wet in late winter. Cut 5-10 cms above last year’s terminal bud scar. This leaves a 
good supply of winter food. This also significantly increases blossom in the following spring. A 
September cut also allows certain moth species to safely lay eggs after the cut. 

Biannual cut to the knuckle. Cutting back to the same height and width every two years.  Potential for some blossom 
and berries in the second year but hard cutting back to the original cut line has no environmental value in the 
following year and this approach eventually degrades hedge condition. Where possible select the hedges randomly 
cutting no more than 50% of your hedges.

Incremental cut every two years in February leaves over winter berries. The main advantage of this approach is the 
presence of berries and blossom each year with no blank year. Cut 5-10 cms above the previous cut. Research shows 
Annual and biennial incremental cutting are the favoured options for healthy hedges and wildlife.

Cut to the same height every three years. Maximum berry production during the third year but large annual growth 
may cause a cutting and debris problem. Following the cut there will be one year or more without any berries. 
Where possible select the hedges randomly cutting no more than 1/3rd of your hedges each year.

Hedge cutting permitted periods 
This information was correct in Jan 2019. More details can be found in Stewardship literature so please read this 
before starting hedge work. Start and finish dates for hedge cutting may vary according to different schemes. The 
overriding legislation demands no disturbance to nesting birds.

Hedges not in a scheme  
Any cutting between 1 March and 1 September is subject to a nesting bird survey. 

X-comp & ELS 
1 September to 28 February. Fields with WOSR derogations are possible for an August cut.
HLS. The same dates apply as above unless the agreement says otherwise.

Mid & Higher tier. Cutting every other year. 1 January to 28 February. Cutting every third year. 1 September to 28 
February. This relates to all hedges enclosing agreement fields.

Agrii thank Nigel Adams for his technical support in this leaflet. Nigeladamscountrysidemanagement.co.uk
Much of this information came from a DEFRA funded hedge experiment carried out by the Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology.

Useful web site for hedges. www.Hedgelink.org.uk


