
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

GLAS - HEDGEROWS 

A CASE STUDY 



 

 

 

The Green Motorways – Hedgerows 

 

Have you ever taken the time to consider the complexity of Ireland’s countryside? Ireland’s green image 

comprises of fields, forestry and hedgerows. Ireland’s hedgerows a multi species mix of trees, shrubs and 

other vegetation which extends the length and breadth of the country. What purpose does this green 

network serve? 

 

Image: Networks for Nature, David Hickie 

Hedgerow History 

Hedgerows are a valuable component of Ireland’s cultural and natural heritage. Since early Christian times 

hedgerows have been used as cattle enclosures; by medieval times many hedgerows had been planted 

close to towns, creating townlands, which now are among the oldest hedgerows in the country.  

Old hedgerows made up of native trees and shrubs tend to have a greater value in terms of heritage and 

wildlife, having larger banks and ditches and being richer in floral species diversity. Hedgerows are an 

essential component in a range of ecosystems and provide valuable services to agricultural activities, such 

as habitats for pollinators, flora and fauna, prevention of soil erosion, interception of water flows and the 

sequestration of carbon.  

Hedgerows provide shelter to livestock and crops, as well as nesting and feeding opportunities for 

farmland birds. Appropriate management of these habitats is of benefit to both biodiversity and farmers.  

 



 

 

 

 

Practical Benefits to Farmers 

Water Quality & Flood Control:  

 

  

Image:  NRN                   Image:  NRN 

The root systems of hedgerows regulate water movement and help prevent flooding. Hedgerows along 

banks of rivers reduce sediment runoff from the land into the waterbodies, helping maintain water quality. 

They also have a nutrient capturing capacity, utilising any escaped nutrients from management systems 

and act as a buffer for agricultural chemical applications. 

From above the ground a hedgerow can appear linear, planted in a tidy row primarily located at the edge 

of a boundary, beneath the ground surface lies the root structure, the hedgerow root structure forms a 

mass of intertwining roots which criss-cross with other plants and shrubs to form an interlocking web. This 

mass of roots forming ‘the web’ are all seeking moisture and nutrients required for the plant above ground 
for growth. When locating a hedgerow along the bank of a river ‘the web’ acts as a suitable barrier which  
provide silt like traps capturing, utilising and reducing the rate of surface water and nutrient runoff from 

the lands to our rivers, lakes or streams. Preventing run-off from the land is key to maintaining and 

improving water quality. Excess nutrients which enter our waters reduce oxygen availability in the water, 

spoil the environment of pollution sensitive freshwater species like Mayfly, enrichment of run off nutrients 

can also clog up or block fish spawning grounds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Shelter and Stock-proof fencing: 

 

Hedgerows provide protection for livestock and crops throughout the year. Hedgerows act like shelterbelts 

against the cold wind, rain and other severe weather conditions. Hedgerows provide shade to livestock 

during hot summer days, which is crucial to reducing or preventing heat stress on livestock.  

Spring-time in Ireland is often subject to wet, cold and frosty weather conditions. In parts of Ireland, 

lambing season begins in late spring, February or March. Irish sheep farmers tend to release ewes and 

lambs out to grass as soon as lambs are deemed strong and fit, this is generally 24 - 48 hours after birth.  

During the early spring period, young lambs tend to be tucked up beside any available scrub or hedgerows 

sheltering them from the sometimes harsh tail end of an Irish winter. Hedgerows often provide a double 

dividend not only protecting livestock from the elements, but also acting as long-term cost-effective stock 

proof barriers.  

In-order for a hedgerow to become an effective stock proof barrier it must be well managed from planting. 

How well you manage your hedgerow in the early years will dictate its density. A dense hedgerow will 

determine just how stock proof your hedge will be.  

 

Image: Stock proof hedgerow providing shelter. Networks for Nature Catherine Keena  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Things to consider when planting a new Hedgerow: 

What species of plants should I use to create my Hedgerow? 

Whitethorn (Hawthorn): Predominant hedgerow 

species. Hardy, fast-growing and tolerates most 

soils except very wet. High elevations unsuitable. 

Blackthorn: suits most soils except very wet. Suits 

exposed and coastal sites. Spreads by suckers, 

good for gapping up, but is invasive. 

Holly: slow growing evergreen. Tolerates exposed 

sites and shade. Suitable under trees. Male and 

female plants required for berries. 

Spindle: prefers alkaline, but tolerates a wide 

range of soils. Open, infertile site better for fruit 

production. 

Guelder Rose: prefers alkaline, fertile, clay soils 

and neutral wet soils. Acid soils unsuitable. 

Competitive in new hedgerows. 

Hazel: prefers heavier, fertile soils. Tolerates 

some shade. Understory species. Competitive in 

new hedgerow.

 

Hawthorn flower & leaf 

(Information: Teagasc) 

 

Holly leaf



 

 

 

 

Should I plant trees in my Hedgerows? 

Trees are suitable in hedgerows, provided they are allowed to grow up and mature and are not topped 

when trimming the hedgerow. 

Alder: useful for very wet sites and river banks. 

Adapted to most soils. Ideal nurse species as 

shelters new hedgerows and fixes Nitrogen. 

Crab apple: thrives in all fertile and heavy soils. 

Birches: prefer light infertile soils. Don’t like 
shade. Downy birch suits poorly drained peat. 

Silver Birch needs good drainage and sunny site. 

Willows: useful for wet sites and stabilising river 

banks. Tolerate flooding. Fast growing. 

Wild Cherry: prefers fertile soils. Wet soils 

unsuitable. Shallow rooting. Tolerates some 

shade. Susceptible to bacterial canker. 

Rowan: grows in poor thin acid soils. Suits 

exposed sites, up to 1000m. More fruit in open 

infertile sites. 

Oak: prefers clay soils and damp lowlands. Poorly 

drained infertile soils unsuitable. 

 

Oak leaf 

 

Rowan fruit & leaf

 

 

How to plant a new Hedgerow: 

 

Depth: Plant to the same depth as the plants 

were previously planted and firm in.  

Spacing: Allow up to seven plants per metre. A 

staggered double row is preferable with plants 

300mm apart and at least 300mm between rows. 

A single row at 300mm spacing may be adequate, 

if well maintained.  

  
Source: NRN

 



 

 

 

 

Maintenance of your new Hedgerow: 

 Plant only the length of hedgerow that can be maintained.  

 Water in dry weather.  

 Control competing vegetation to prevent smothering and allow lower branches develop, giving a 

dense base.  

 Manual weeding.  

 Chemical herbicides: Extreme care is needed as spray drift damages young hedgerow plants.  

 Mulching immediately after planting helps weed control. Mulch such as wood chippings, paper or 

cardboard must extend 150mm outside the plants.  

 Place plastic over pruned whitethorns, cut slits around other species and retain with inert material 

such as gravel or quarry dust.  

 Fence off livestock using temporary fencing. Consider livestock reach and future access for machine 

trimming, when positioning the fence. Rabbit-proof fencing may be needed to protect from rabbits 

or hares. 

 Replace plants which fail to grow.  

For the first few years after planting, cut whitethorn back to 75mm above previous level of cut, gradually 

shaping into a triangular profile.  

Pruning: Whitethorn plants (avoiding other species) should be cut back to 75mm from ground level to 

increase density of new shoots at this level. Used in conjunction with plastic, it is done at planting. 

 

Image: Whitethorn flower, NRN 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Benefit of the Hedgerows to Wildlife 

As a wildlife habitat, hedgerows provide food, shelter, corridors of movement, and nesting and hibernation 

sites for many of our native flora and fauna. Mature hedgerows provide roosts for bats, while saplings just 

above the height of the hedgerow are important perching posts for birds. The shelter the hedgerow 

provides is vital for the protection of burrows of small rabbits and mammals from predators.  

             

Image: Robin Source: NRN                         Image:  Rabbit Source: NRN 

Birdwatch Ireland has undertaken an extensive Countryside Bird Survey in recent years. The Countryside 

Bird Survey (CBS) is a national project that monitors population trends of Ireland’s common and 
widespread breeding birds.  

The CBS has been ongoing since 1998. The aim of the CBS is to identify changes in breeding bird 

populations from year to year and over a longer period of time. According to the CBS, there are 

approximately 110 species of birds regularly recorded in the Countryside Bird Survey in Ireland during 

breeding season, 55 of which use the hedgerow to nest, providing them with cover from overhead and 

ground predators.  

 

 

 

 

The Countryside Bird Survey (CBS) is a national project that 

monitors population trends of Ireland’s common and widespread 

breeding birds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Hedgerows provide sheltered areas for birds to nest. 

 

Image Birds nesting in a hedgerow Source: Adel Dwyer, www.which.co.uk 

 

Hedgerows also provide a protection and habitats for small mammals, such as hedgehogs and field mice to 

live and forage. These small mammals use the hedgrows to protect them from predators such as foxes and 

predatoraty birds such as owls, buzzards and hawks.  

 

  

Image: hedgehog / Source: NRN                                                 Image: pigmy shrew / Source: NRN 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

  

Image: bird of prey / Source: NRN                               

 

Farmland pollinators benefit greatly from the green network by collecting nectar and indirectly distributing 

pollen from flowers within the hedge. The base of the hedgerow is often rich in floral diversity which 

attracts a vast range of mammals, insects and birds for food and shelter. 

The grassy verges beneath the hedge often provides adequate nesting grounds for our pollinators. 

 

Images: Popular pollinators that visit a hedgerow. 

 

 

 



 

 

                                             

 

 

Image: Image of flowering white thorn hedgerow with a grassy margin / Source: NRN 

 

Hedgerows planted under the RDP 2014-2020 GLAS scheme 

 

Under the Rural Development Programme 2014-2020, the Green Low-carbon Environmental Scheme 

(GLAS) included planting new hedgerows as an option for selection within the on farm GLAS plan. The GLAS 

scheme operated in three tranches, planting a new hedgerow was an option available in GLAS1. As the 

action was very popular under GLAS1. Hedgerow planting option was suspended under GLAS 2 & 3 to 

encourage uptake of other environment options available.  

There are just under 49,119 active farmers participating in the GLAS scheme, almost 15% of these planted 

a new hedgerow as part of their GLAS plan. The minimum length of a new hedgerow that can be planted 

under the GLAS specifications is 10 meters. GLAS participants were paid €5/metre of new hedgerow 

planted for each year of the 5 years of the scheme, provided the hedgerow met the specifications set out 

in the terms and conditions of the scheme.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

The National Rural Network (NRN) met with Vincent Smith, a Dairy Farmer from Co. Cavan in mid-

December 2017, to investigate how he got on with planting his new hedgerow. Vincent was keen to exhibit 

the hard work completed while the planting his new hedgerow. Vincent planted a total of 220 metres of 

new Whitethorn hedges in various parts of his farm. The maximum length of hedgerow Vincent will recieve 

payment on is 200 metres. Vincent will receive €5/metre/year for the duration of the GLAS scheme for 

completing this action.  

 

 

Image: Vincent Smith with his new hedgerow / Source: NRN 

Vincent identified key areas for planting his new hedgerows, along cow paths, on the circumference of 

fields and on banks of drains located around the farm. Planting the hedges in line with the Green Low 

carbon Agri-environmental Scheme specifications meant that Vincent planted a total of 1,320 whitethorn 

whips, 6 whips/m.  

“I was glad to see the last one put into the ground, it was tough work - digging, bending over and planting 

each whip individually. Thank God, I am lucky enough to have my father helping around the farm, he is a 

great help on the farm, and helped a lot with the planning of the hedgerows.” 

 



 

 

 

 

 Vincent’s GLAS contract started on 1st of January 2016 and had until the 31st March 2017 to complete the 

planting. Once finished planting each strip of hedgerow Vincent erected a stock proof fence to protect the 

new hedgerow from evading livestock. Fencing off the new hedgerow will allow it to become established.  

How much did it cost to plant the hedgerow?  

Vincent incurred an initial cost of €0.45c per whip. The total cost of purchasing the whips came to almost 

€600. Vincent did not incur an additional labour charge for planting, as he completed the task himself with 

a great deal of help from his father.  

“The task was very time consuming and there was no easy way of doing it. The next job will be pruning and 

maintenance, I look forward to seeing the growth over the coming summer”. 

 

Image: New hedge planted along cow path / Source: NRN 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

When asked why he choose to plant the hedgerow on the bank of the drain, Vincent told us that “it’ll help 
strengthen and stabilise the bank of the drain. It should help improve water quality as when the hedge 

becomes established it will reduce the risk of run-off from the land to the stream running in the drain.”  

The NRN asked Vincent about actions chosen in previous agri-environmental schemes, such as the Rural 

Environmental Protection Scheme (REPS). Vincent spoke about the coppicing measure undertaken on his 

farm by his father under REPS.  

“The benefits of coppicing are fantastic, the regrowth and density of the hedgerow maintains the livestock 
barriers around my farm, and a richer denser hedgerow grows back which is beneficial to the local wildlife 

to live and forage.” 

 

 

Image: New hedge planted along bank of a drain / Source: NRN 

Ireland’s hedgerows consist of Hawthorn, Blackthorn, Gorse, Holly, Dog-rose and Bramble. Other species 

supported by hedgerows include native and non-native trees such as Ash, Hazel, Beech, Elder, Willow and 

climbing plants such as Ivy and Honeysuckle. 

In 2014 the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) established that hedgerow covered 3.9% of Irish 

Landscape. The Rural Environmental Protection Scheme (REPS) facilitated the establishment of some 

10,000km of new hedgerows. Whilst hedgerows have an important part to play with in the farming 

landscape and its eco-systems, they also play a role in mitigating some of the negative effects of climate 

change.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

Within the Climate Change Research Programme (CCRP) 2007-2013 Report Series No. 32 published by the 

EPA, there is some focus on the carbon capturing capacity of hedgerows featured within report. The report 

identifies that hedgerows have a significant sequestration potential depending on hedgerow type and 

density. The more rich and dense the hedgerow is, the higher the carbon capturing capacity of the 

hedgerow.   

The public good that actions under GLAS like planting a new hedgerow, far outweigh the monetary value 

supplied to the farmer under any scheme. The majority of hedgerows in Ireland occur across farmlands, 

these farmland are managed and protected by our farmers. Farmers deserve huge recognition for the 

supply and maintenance of these public goods.  

The National Rural Network would like to thank Vincent Smith for kindly showing us around his farm. It 

must be said that the work completed by farmers is crucial for maintaining the visual aspect of Ireland’s 
countryside. 

 


