Policy Context Statement for FOCUS Question 5:  What is the relationship between plant diversity in 10m and 30m hedge plots, hedgerow characteristics/management and adjacent land use?
[Posted 06/01/03]

Hedgerows are important components of the patchwork landscape of much of lowland Britain.  In many situations, they may constitute the only vertical structures and the only woody vegetation.  Their historical, landscape and ecological importance has never been as high on the political agenda as now and there is a strong need for information about hedgerows, and the processes that lead to their survival in good condition.  A significant aspect of hedgerows is the associated ground flora (or hedge-bottom flora) which, in many agricultural landscape, may provide the only semi-natural vegetation for miles around.  The sympathetic management of this valuable resource has important policy implications but it is by no means clear which are the major drivers in the maintenance of ‘good quality’ hedgerow ground flora.  The information necessary to formulate agri-environment policies is, at best, piecemeal and often absent altogether.

Nevertheless, in a review of hedgerow research, Barr, Britt & Sparks (1995), reflecting the views of several researchers, concluded that there was little evidence for a relationship between the diversity of woody species in the hedgerow and the diversity of the ground flora.  Further, change in the hedge bottom flora was thought to be associated most strongly with adjacent land use.

The first of the Countryside Survey-type surveys, The Ecological Survey of GB, completed in 1977/8, recorded vegetation in up to two linear plots adjacent to hedgerows in those sample 1 km squares where hedgerows were present.  These plots were surveyed again in 1990 and in 1998.  By 1998 (CS2000), both the draft hedgerow protection legislation, and the UK Habitat Action Plan for Ancient and/or Species-rich hedgerows, required knowledge of the number of native woody species in a 30 m length of hedge, as measures of species richness.  Accordingly, MAFF (as was) funded a work as part CS2000 Module 3 whereby the woody vegetation in up to ten 30 m plots per 1 km square was recorded, in England and Wales.  Funding from the Natural Environment Research Council allowed similar recording in some squares in Scotland.  Two of these 30 m woody diversity plots (D plots) in each square were co-registered with the existing 10 m plots (H plots).  Thus, in CS2000 for the first time in the CS series, information from ground flora plots and adjacent woody hedgerow canopies had been recorded, and in a relatively large number of plots (thought to be >500).

The dataset from CS2000 gives an opportunity to examine the relationships between ground flora, woody species, physical hedge characteristics and management, and adjacent land use.  

This provides an interesting scientific opportunity with a significant policy resonance.
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