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 West Midlands hedgerows: don’t cut them out!
 

New research released today (Monday) by the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) finds that  the number of hedgerow protected  in the region has fallen to 16.7%  a drop of 33% since CPRE’s last survey in 1998 which compares badly with the rest of England where 42 % are protected, an 18 per cent increase  [1]. The overall length of England’s managed hedgerows fell by 26,000 km (6 per cent) between 1998 and 2007 [2]. 
 

In its report ‘England’s hedgerows: don’t cut them out!’ CPRE is calling for the current Hedgerows Regulations, which protect important hedgerows, to be improved. The charity wants the regulations to be amended to give local authorities more powers to protect hedgerows that are valued in their local landscape but may not meet the narrow qualification criteria to be deemed ‘important’ under the current regulations [3]. A third of respondents to a CPRE local authority survey said that this was the most important improvement that could be made to the regulations. A further 42 per cent of local councils said that the most important change they wanted to see is for hedgerow protection rules to be made simpler.
 

Gerald Kells,  West Midlands  CPRE  Policy Officer says: “Hedgerows are one of the most iconic features of the landscape and contribute to the character of our region, whether from the Vale of Evesham, through the Welsh Marches to the Staffordshire Moorlands and across the plains of Warwickshire. It’s important we do everything we can to halt and reverse their loss and degradation. Our survey shows that the  Local Authorities believe Hedgerows Regulations have made a positive difference, but it also makes clear that improvements can and should be made.
 

“Local authorities have shown that, given the opportunity, they will protect these wonderful examples of our rural heritage. It’s over a decade since the introduction of the Hedgerows Regulations and the time is ripe for the new Government to make improvements that will give local authorities the power they need and want to better protect the great diversity of England’s hedgerows.”
 

Hedgerows lend beauty and character to the landscape, and provide many wider environmental benefits, including important habitats for a wide range of wildlife species. It is a criminal offence to remove an important hedgerow, with possible fines of up to £5000. However, as management of hedgerows has declined, many are being lost not only to removal, but as they degenerate into lines of trees and shrubs [4] 
 

Hedgerows are the most widespread semi-natural habitat in England  and are critical to the existence of numerous plants and animals [5]. They are particularly important within areas of intensive farming, and for the survival of widespread but declining species which are dependant on woodland edge, scrub or rough grassland habitats.
 

Gerald Kells concluded: “The Hedgerows Regulations are helping protect the region's important hedgerows and with the right improvements they can be even better. As ready-made corridors for wildlife to move through the landscape, they should be a critical tool in the landscape-scale conservation of our natural environment that the new Government wants to see.
 

“However, regulations on their own, even with the improvements we would like to see, will not do enough to protect our hedgerows for future generations. We also need Ministers to continue funding Environmental Stewardship schemes that give landowners an incentive to preserve ancient hedgerows. These could be put at risk if cuts to Government spending fall in the wrong place.”
 

For full details on the state of hedgerows in England download: England’s hedgerows: don’t cut them out!
 

