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Hedgelink visit to East Lothian, Scotland, 1-2 July 2010
Report of field visits
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Well maintained hedges at Hattonhill Mains
Introduction

Hedgelink, the Steering Group for the UK hedgerow Biodiversity Action Plan, had its first meeting in Scotland, on 1 & 2 July 2010.  On the first day we visited a number of farms in East Lothian to see and discuss examples of hedge management, while on the second day we held an indoor meeting.  This report summarises our farm visits – the indoor meeting will be reported separately.

Our host farmers were Michael & Barbara Williams of Eaglescairnie Mains, Hugh Broad of Woodhead Farm, Keith Maxwell of Cauldshiel Farm, and Elizabeth Bayne-Jardine of Hattonhill Mains.  These farms are all close to one another, near the village of Gifford to the south of Haddington. We were joined by Will Clark, owner of nearby Upper Bolton farm.  We are very grateful to all these, and in particular to Michael Williams who accompanied us on our walk around his farm hedges and to Hugh Broad who told us about his experiences managing and restoring hedges and made available the meeting room at Woodhead free of charge.  

The field visits were arranged by Tony Seymour, Managing Director of The Farm Environment, on behalf of Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH).  The Farm Environment specialises in providing practical countryside management advice and skills to farmers, land managers and others – see www.farmenvironment.co.uk.  Tony provided us with excellent briefings and an itinerary of great interest.

Some 20 people were present, including representatives of Scottish Government, SNH, Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (England), Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (Northern Ireland), Natural England, the Borders Forest Trust, Campaign for the Protection of Rural England, the National Hedge Laying Society and RSPB. 
During the visit our stops encompassed:

· Recently-planted hedges

· Hedges that had been restored through coppicing and planting up the gaps

· A hedge that has been rejuvenated by laying

· A species-rich hedge

The landscape is predominantly arable (grade 2 land) and the hedgerows present are composed predominantly of hawthorn.  They are not set upon banks.  Most of the hedgerows are believed to be of Enclosure Act age (c 1750 -1850).  All the farms visited were under agri-environment agreement through the Scottish Rural Development Plan (SRDP).  They are of particular importance for grey partridge, yellowhammer and lapwing.  Whitethroats are frequent.
Main points arising
 Hedge planting
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Nigel Adams leading discussion over new hedge
 at Cauldshiel Farm
The use of herbicides is considered essential to successful, rapid, whip establishment.  Likewise the use of root trainers aids establishment, and rabbit spirals are essential to protect the young plants against hares.  The preferred herbicide was propyzamide (Kerb). We saw 12 year old hedges that were from the outside indistinguishable from those that were centuries old.

Planting at both the former recommended rate of 8 plants per metre and the current rate of 6 per metre is usually unnecessary given that the landscape is predominantly arable and the hedgerows are being planted for wildlife and crop protection reasons rather than for stock control.  Such dense planting requires much labour, causes practical difficulties on stony ground, and does not produce a thicker hedge than planting at a lower rate.

Newly planted hedges develop a dense structure if either trimmed regularly in the early years, starting with low cuts, or they are laid or coppiced when at an appropriate heigh (5 – 7 years old in sheltered, more in exposed sites.  Trimming is likely to be the most economic action.  Coppicing carries the risk of high levels of hare damage to the re-growth, but the plants are still likely to get away eventually.
Hedge restoration
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Michael Williams demonstrates restored hedges on his farm
at Eaglescairnie Mains
As in many other parts of the UK, the area has many hedges that through being regularly cut at the same height for many years have developed thick stemmed, mop-headed growth forms and become very thin at the base.  As such they lie at points 1-2 on the management scale, outside the bounds of the normal management cycle, and require restoration through coppicing and planting.  (This does give the opportunity, however, for the introduction of further woody species.)
We saw remarkably successful examples of this management, with the re-creation of dense hedges within just five or so years.  Although the coppice re-growth is much faster than that of the new plants placed in gaps, establishment rates of these new plants are high, provided they are protected from nutrient competition and swamping by tall grasses and herbs through herbicide use, and provided that rabbit spirals are used.
The inclusion of dog rose in the planting mix was not favoured by all because of its rapid growth rate compared to most other species.  However, in hedges cut the previous winter it was just about the only species to flower and the resulting hips will provide useful bird food.

Some difficulty had been experienced with a local authority who claimed that coppicing a leggy hedge was contrary to the terms of a Tree Preservation Order placed up on it.
Hedge laying
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Tony Seymour leading discussion on hedge management

A hedge laid (by Tony) in two different styles - Midlands & Galloway - five years ago has resulted in a thick dense hedge providing excellent habitat.

Laying (and coppicing) after Christmas results in better re-growth in the northern climate of the area.
Species-rich hedgerows
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The group examines a roadside species-rich hedge

They do exist in Scotland!  Most such hedges in East Lothian occur alongside roads.  We saw one such hedgerow with 7 native woody species per 30m (hawthorn, ash, elder, wych elm, dog-rose, blackthorn, and holly; beech was also present but is not considered native in Scotland).  (Elsewhere in hedge there was crab apple and gorse too.) The age of this hedge was uncertain, and the point was accepted that from a biodiversity perspective it is the diversity of the hedge that matters, not whether it is ancient or not.

Recent planting and restoration is “creating a new history” (Tony Seymour). 
Other hedge management topics covered

Cutting – concern was expressed that trimming on a two, let alone three, year rotation may result in hedges that become excessively outgrown between cuts.  It was also felt that allowing hedges to grow very tall changes the nature of the landscape.  However, it was noted that growth increment progressively declines with each year, and that in particular the second year’s growth is only about half that of the first year.  The paucity of hawthorn and other berries on hedges cut the previous winter was observed.  One compromise is to cut every year, but raise the cutting height a few inches each time.  The value of cutting on a two year rotation was questioned:  if the hedge is cut in the autumn of the second year, then wildlife will only benefit from the flower crop, not the berry crop.  Cutting on a three year rotation is likely to result in far higher yields.

Our attention was drawn to the fact that berry crops are higher on horizontal hawthorn branches on the side of hedges than those that are vertically growing out of the tops of hedges.  This is due to horizontal branches putting more resource into reproduction than growth as apical dominance is reduced. This argues in favour of planting or encouraging bushes at wide spacing, and for trimming to be restricted to the tops of hedges allowing the sides to grow loose and fruit. 

Hedgerow trees – currently few such trees are established within new hedges because they make subsequent hedge cutting difficult, ash tends to shed its lower limbs, and because of the risk that trees will harbour corvids that may predate breeding grey partridge and lapwing eggs and chicks.  Recent research highlighting the high value of such isolated trees for biodiversity, and more accurately defining the causes of loss of wader and game bird eggs and young may cause this view to be re-appraised.

On some farms the lower limbs of hedgerow trees are removed to make tractor access around the edge of fields easier.  This has resulted in the crowns being raised, and side growth resembling the shredded trees still found in parts of the continent such as Normandy. 
Wood fuel - Michael Williams heats his farmhouse (7 bedrooms) with wood chips from the farm woodlands and larger material from the hedges.  His chipper, however, becomes jammed when brash is fed into it, by the twigs – a higher specification machine would be expensive to buy.  The capital investment in the boiler (£12K) was repaid within 3 years after receiving 40% grant.

Crop pest control - since planting new hedges and creating beetle banks within their farms, neither Michael Williams nor Hugh Broad have had to use invertebrate pesticides on their cereal crops.  They attribute this in part at least to increased populations of pest predators.  The average size of fields on Hugh’s farm is 50ha.

Landscape scale - that five neighbouring farmers are actively working to improve the condition of their hedges and to increase connectivity in the landscape, as well as taking other biodiversity measures such as the creation of nectar and wild bird food margins and plots, is one of happy circumstance rather than of design.  The farmers present noted how useful it was to be able to discuss ideas with one another and to learn from each others’ experiences, a process facilitated by being served by one advisor (Tony Seymour).
Management under SRDP
The issue was raised about the rules of the SRDP which, in effect, preclude support for the management and restoration of roadside hedges.  This was highlighted by the very prominent roadside beech and holly hedges of Hattonhill.
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             Zen and the art of hedge maintenance
Conclusions
The standard of the planting, restoration and rejuvenation work we saw was consistently excellent, producing high quality results.  The impact on the landscape and wildlife of five neighbouring farmers all taking action to improve their hedgerows and provide other wildlife features has clearly been considerable.

The hedgerows found in East Lothian are not dissimilar to those found in many other parts of the UK, both in terms of structure and species-composition.  Likewise, the management challenges are much the same (except perhaps in the high density of brown hares).  Despite this similarity, those present were all agreed that it was of great value to exchange knowledge and ideas between representatives of the three UK countries present, as well as between organisations.  The value of Hedgelink in facilitating this process was recognised and confirmed. 
Robert Wolton with help from Jane Mackintosh and Tony Seymour
Hedgelink
6 July 2010
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