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Optimizing Hedgerows for Birds

Planning and Management

e
Hedgerows support beneficial birds and can help with more pest control

More insects pests can be consumed by birds near hedgerows than in fields with bare or weedy edges.
More avian predators are in hedgerows than in weedy margins, in part because the habitat is present
throughout the seasons, as opposed to roadside weeds which only flower once a year.

Hedgerows are not a magnet for pests

Pest birds and rodents do not increase in numbers when hedgerows are present. Both are usually found
throughout the crop in the same numbers as in hedgerows. In some cases, edge habitat harbors pest birds,
but they may also consume pest insects. Hedgerows do not cause a noticeable increase in rodents or
pathogen prevalence of any that are present.

Link hedgerows with other semi-natural and natural habitat

While birds can fly easily from one habitat patch to the next, they do better with continuous cover that
provides safety from predators. Hedgerows’ value to birds increases when combined with well-vegetated
ditches, field borders, pastures, riparian areas or other natural areas, also because of better access to food.

Provide structural complex vegetation
Using trees, shrubs, flowers and grasses with their variations in height, gives a diverse, structural composi-
tion to a hedgerow. Different birds use the upper, middle and lower parts of the canopy and the ground.

Supply plant diversity

Increasing the diversity of plants can provide year-round availability of food. Especially important is that
the plants support insects, which are fed to the majority of nestlings during breeding season. Fruit, nuts,
seeds and nectar provide sustenance during other times of the year.

Use similar plants found in birds’ natural breeding habitat

Woodland bird species prefer tall, wide hedgerows with lots of native trees; woodland edge and shrub
bird species prefer low, wide and often dense hedgerows; and grassland species prefer hedgerows of na-
tive forbs and grasses. Some birds are more dependent on the surrounding landscape.

Maintain cover in the base of the hedgerow

Avoid excessive cutting and herbicides, and manage grazing to conserve low growing vegetation at the
base of the hedgerow. Dense vegetation cover there increases the abundance and diversity of birds and
their nesting sites.

Hedgerows make a difference in simple landscapes, if not too isolated

Installing hedgerows on farms with less natural vegetation in the landscape gives the most bang for the
buck when it comes to increasing bird diversity. However, because isolated hedgerows can also reduce
bird survival it is best to connect hedgerows to existing natural habitat, to plant hedgerows on several
fields, or to coordinate with neighbors to plant several hedgerows in an area. Providing any habitat on any
farm, though, will likely still be a net gain for birds.

Plant larger hedgerows to support more birds

Tall, wide hedgerows with a large volume support more birds than short, narrow ones. The larger the
hedgerow the more it provides shelter from harsh weather, roosting and nesting sites, and helps reduce the
incidence of predation.

Support presence and abundance of old, dead or decaying trees Trees provide nest
cavities, foraging opportunities and perches. As snags decay and drop limbs, additional cavities are creat-
ed. Many native tree species support critical insect food for birds. Oak and willow trees support over 500
and 400 species of caterpillars, respectively, in the Eastern U.S. Retaining large old trees in orchards attract
birds that eat pests from orchard trees and increase pest reduction.



References:
Garcia, D., M. Minarro, and R. Martinez-Sastre. 2018. Birds as suppliers of pest control in cider apple orchards:
Avian biodiversity drivers and insectivory effect. Agriculture Ecosystems & Environment 254:233-243.

Garfinkel, M. and M. Johnson. 2015. Pest-removal services provided by birds on small organic farms in northern
California. Agriculture Ecosystems & Environment 211:24-31.

Hinsley, S. A.,"and P. E. Bellamy. 2000. The influence of hedge structure, management and landscape context on
the value of hedgerows to birds: A review. Journal of Environmental Management 60:33-49.

Heath, S. K..and R. F. Long. In review. Seminatural cover and crop characteristics mediate pest reduction by birds
in an intensive agricultural landscape.

Heath, S. K. 2018. Avian diversity, pest-reduction services, and habitat quality in an intensive temperate agricul-
tural landscape: how effective is local biodiversity enhancement? PhD dissertation, University of California, Davis.
Davis. ProQuest/UMI. Publication No. 10845255.

Heath, S. K., C. U Soykan, K. L. Velas, R. Kelsey, and S. M. Kross. 2017. A bustle in the hedgerow: Woody field
margins boost on farm avian diversity and abundance in an intensive agricultural landscape. Biological Conserva-
tion 212:153-161.

Kirk, D. A., K. E. Lindsay, and R. W. Brook. 201 1. Risk of agricultural practices and habitat change to farmland
birds. Avian Conservation and Ecology 6:58.

Kross, S. M. 2012. The efficacy of reintroducing the New Zealand falcon into the vineyards of Marlborough for
pest control and falcon conservation. University of Canterbury, Christchurch, New Zealand.

Long, R. F., K. Garbach and L. A. Morandin. 2017. Hedgerow benefits align with food production and sustainabil-
ity goals California Agriculture July-Sept.

Munoz-Saez, A., J. F. Perez-Quezada, and C. F. Estades. 2017. Agricultural landscapes as habitat for birds in cen-
tral Chile. Revista Chilena De Historia Natural 90.

Sellers, L. A, R. F. Long, M. T. Jay-Russell, X. D. Li, E. R. Atwill, R. M. Engeman, and R. A. Baldwin. 2018. Impact
of field-edge habitat on mammalian wildlife abundance, distribution, and vectored foodbome pathogens in adja-
cent crops. Crop Protection 108:1-11.

Somers, C. M. and R. D. Morris. 2002. Birds and wine grapes: foraging activity causes small-scale damage pat-
terns in single vineyards. Journal of Applied Ecology 39:511-523.

White, H. M., R. F. Long, K. Velas, A. P. Rayburn, W. L. Rockey, and R. Kelsey. 2012.-Avian use of hedgerows and
adjacent crops in Central California agricultural landscapes.

Whitehead, S. C., J. Wright, and P. A. Cotton. 1995. Winter field use by the European Starling Sturnus-Vulgaris -
Habitat preferences and the availability of prey. Journal of Avian Biology 26:193-202.

Photo credits:

Loggerhead Shrike by Sacha Heath

Citrona Farms on cover by Dan Hrdy

Phil Foster Ranches on back by Jo Ann Baumgartner

Created by: Jo Ann Baumgartner of Wild Farm.Alliance, and Sacha Heath of UC Davis in 2019.
Updated in 2021.



