
KEEP IN MIND

Hedgerows allow the expression of natural behaviors such as grooming 
(scratching) for ruminants.

They improve thermal comfort by providing shade during periods of high 
heat and providing shelter in the event of wind or rain.

They sometimes provide food, to complement grazing.

They allow promoting biodiversity.
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A hedgerow is a plant fence made of grass, brush, shrubs and even trees used to 
mark an area, a property or a field. It may have been planted or have grown naturally.

The Inventaire Forestier National (IFN) defines hedgerows as a linear structure 
managed by man with a maximum width of 10 meters and comprising at least three 
trees separated by a maximum of 10 meters from each other[1].

A bit of history… and geography
Hedgerows have been part of our landscapes for many years. However, since the 
beginning of the 20th century, for many reasons, they have become increasingly rare. 
In fact, since 1950, according to a 2006 study by Solagro, nearly 70% of hedgerows on 
the French territory have disappeared, ie 1.4 million kilometers[2].

This is explained first of all by rural land development which has led to fewer 
hedgerows on the territory in order to have less fragmented plots. On the other hand, 
agricultural modernization and the decline in open-air farming have contributed to 
the reduction of permanent grasslands and, consequently, to the disappearance of 
hedgerows. Finally, growing urbanization contributes to the reduction of agricultural 
land.

However, the scarcity of hedgerows currently seems to be slowing down thanks to 
growing environmental awareness, including replanting policies. For example, the 
French government’s objective through its “ Plantons des haies ! ” initiative was to 
achieve the planting of 7,000 km of hedgerows over the period 2021-2022.

With regard to the distribution of hedgerows in France, it can be pointed out that the 
western regions such as Normandy, Brittany and the Pays de la Loire have a fairly 
high density of hedgerows in comparison with other regions such as Hauts-de-France 
or Nouvelle-Aquitaine. In Brittany, for example, the density of hedgerows can reach 
almost 110 meters per hectare, whereas in other regions it is only 20 meters per 
hectare[3].
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Title: Density map of hedgerows in metropolitan France 
Source: OFB (https://www.ofb.gouv.fr/haies-et-bocages-des-reservoirs-de-biodiversite)

Why do hedgerows have a positive impact 
on animal welfare?
Hedgerows have several beneficial effects on animal welfare: 

• They allow the expression of certain natural animal behaviors.

• They promote better thermal comfort for the animals, which is essential in view
of the climatic prospects.
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Photovoltaic panels are increasingly installed in sheep meadows in order to 
provide the same positive effects as hedgerows. This is sometimes referred to 
as “agrivoltaism”. In this case, energy is produced by the panels and the grass 
below grows better thanks to the shade. Note that this type of installation 
requires a minimum height of 1.1 meters to avoid injury and allow the 
monitoring of animals[4].

Did you know?

One should be careful however, as the 
installation of photovoltaic panels should 
not be done to the detriment of agricultural 
land.

The effect of hedgerows on the thermal comfort of animals

Hedgerows help animals protect themselves from heat, cold, wind and bad weather 
in general. In a context of climate change, severe droughts and heat waves are 
expected, as we saw during the summer of 2022, resulting in animals suffering from 
the heat.

Free-range animals need shade to protect themselves from the heat in summer, 
using a shelter which can be natural (trees and hedgerows) or artificial. This is even 
more important since animals do not have the same thermal comfort zone as 
humans and are often more affected by heat than humans! For example, it has been 
observed that sows can use shade from trees and hedgerows to regulate their 
temperature during hot periods[5].
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Similarly, in case of extreme weather and strong winds, animals can shelter 
under hedgerows, which act as windbreaks[7]. This way, wind speed can be 
reduced by 30 to 50% . Hedgerows can therefore help protect animals from 
the cold. Animals then use less energy to maintain their body temperature at 
an acceptable level. The cost of thermoregulation is reduced, which limits the 
negative impacts of heat stress on animal welfare and productivity. 

To learn more about the effects of cold on cattle: https://chaire-bea.vetagro-
sup.fr/en/cold-weather-is-expected-quick-we-should-move-the-cows-inside-true-or-false/

Thermoregulation refers to the processes by which an animal can maintain its 
internal temperature within normal limits regardless of the temperature of its 
surrounding environment. It is based on the constant balance between heat 
gains and heat losses.

Did you know?
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In short!
Hedgerows are real tools that enable animals to adapt 
and mitigate the negative impacts of climate change on 
their welfare and health. They are sustainable levers of 
action that must be fully used for pastures management. 
They are essential to the vital needs of animals living 
outdoors, which are the first to suffer from climate 
change.

Other benefits of hedgerows on animal welfare…

Besides improving thermal comfort, hedgerows have many other advantages for 
animal welfare.

For poultry, trees can be planted in the chicken run. These hedgerows allow poultry 
to express their natural behavior and improve their comfort. Indeed, according to a 
study, the risk of feather pecking was reduced 9-fold in groups where more than 20% 
of individuals had access to outdoor runs[8]. Furthermore, the presence of trees 
increases poultry exploratory behavior, allowing in turn to make better use of the 
run. Indeed, they feel safer vis-à-vis predators[9]. The existence of hedgerows and 
trees in the chicken run therefore appears to be important for the welfare and 
comfort of poultry.
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Some labels require the presence of trees in animal runs. For example, the 
specifications of the free-range Label Rouge as well as those of the level A 
Animal Welfare Label require that all broilers enjoy 2 square meters of wooded 
area. For laying hens, the Label Rouge specifications require a wooded run with 
5 square meters per hen.

Did you know?

Hedgerows play other roles too: they can serve a nutrient source (supplementary 
fodder) for animals, especially during periods of drought when grass growth is 
limited. “When the meadows are dry in summer, the leaves of trees that are still 
green provide additional food, like those of the white mulberry, which are very rich in 
protein. Other leaves, such as those of the ash tree, lime tree, alder or willow, have 
medicinal virtues”, says Yves Étignard , president of the Groupement d’Intérêt 
Ecologique et Economique (GIEE) Prairies DOR[10].

Hedgerows can also provide food supplements: chestnuts or acorns for pigs, as 
indicated by breeders[11]. However, note that not all plant species are safe for 
animals, and some hedgerows can be toxic, so one must remain vigilant. 

Cows sometimes even prefer hedgerows to grass, which is abundant in early 
spring[12].

Finally, cattle and even horses can use the 
hedgerows for scratching, thus providing them with 
comfort. It should be noted that scratching is a 
natural behavior essential to the welfare of cattle. It 
has even been shown that the scratching behavior 
was better expressed with hedgerows and trees 
than with a brush[13].
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For goats, trees also allow expressing their natural “climbing” behavior. Indeed, 
goats prefer to lie down and feed on raised surfaces. This behavior is the result of an 
avoidance strategy vis-à-vis predators and therefore allows them to reduce their 
stress[14].

In addition, hedgerows are a living space for other, smaller animals! Indeed, they 
create a microclimate[15] where birds (eg woodcocks), small mammals (eg wild 
rabbits) and insects live together, eat or even mate. Hedgerows are genuine 
ecosystems. Furthermore, they increase soil water-holding capacities (slowing down 
runoff and promoting infiltration of water). Wind or water soil erosion is thus slowed 
down. 

In the end, hedgerows contribute greatly to animal and human welfare and to 
environment preservation. Hence, they are perfectly in line with the “One 
Welfare” sustainable approach, meaning one common “welfare” for people, animals 
and the environment (To learn more about the concept of One Welfare, you may 
want to watch this video: https://chaire-bea.vetagro-sup.fr/onewelfare/) 

In short!
Hedgerows have many benefits for the welfare of farm 
animals. They are useful for protection, comfort, stress 
reduction and improvement of animal nutrition.
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In conclusion
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For further information…
Hedgerows also act as carbon sinks, increasing the C02 storage capacity of plots. 
Thanks to the research projects AgForward – Promotion des pratiques 
agroforestières pour favoriser le développement rural en Europe (EU 
2014-2017) et Carbocage – Vers la neutralité Carbone des territoires (Ademe 
2016-2019) , INRAE researchers have indeed shown a significant effect of 
hedgerows on the soil carbon stocks of adjacent plots, up to a distance of 3 
meters. From an ecological and climatic point of view, hedgerows are a real asset 
for the planet. 
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