COTSWOLDS CONSERVATION BOARD

MANAGING ROADSIDE VERGES — A BRIEF GUIDE FOR PARISH COUNCILS

This abridged guidance is for use by parish councils and other groups managing rural
roadside verges in and around villages. The Board's full position statement, The
Management of Roadside Verges, is available to download from our website
www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk.

Introduction

Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs), along with National Parks, are landscapes
which have been awarded special protection because they represent the finest countryside in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The Cotswolds AONB - the largest of 49 AONBs — is
cared for by the Cotswolds Conservation Board — an independent statutory body with 37
members: 15 nominated by local authorities, 8 by parish councils, and 14 appointed by
Government.

Responsibility for managing roadside verges lies primarily with the county highway
authorities and the Highways Agency. District councils have responsibility for litter. Many
parish councils undertake additional verge cutting within villages, some under delegated
schemes offered by county councils. All of these public bodies have a duty, under Section
85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000, to “have regard to the purpose of
conserving and enhancing the natural beauty of the AONB” when carrying out functions
affecting the Cotswolds AONB.

The issues

Roadside verges are important to the special character of the Cotswolds AONB. They
provide important habitat for plants, birds, small mammals and insects, and act as essential
‘wildlife corridors’ along which species can move and spread. They are especially important
for wildflowers which range from the appealing and widespread blue meadow cranesbill to
the nationally rare downy woundwort. They also make a major contribution to the beauty of
the Cotswold landscape and even very common plants like cow parsley can produce an
attractive effect when flowering en masse.

However, maintaining the beauty and biodiversity of roadside verges requires a careful
balancing act. If verges are left uncut, wild flowers will disappear as larger, more aggressive
vegetation takes over; but over-enthusiastic cutting, especially when carried out too early in
the year, will also reduce the diversity of plants and the insects that depend on them.



Much cutting is done on the grounds of road safety, but emerging research shows that the
benefits of early cutting are often marginal — indeed cutting may be counter-productive by
encouraging traffic to speed up. Overall, except where visibility is clearly restricted and there
is a safety issue, the early cutting of roadside vegetation on minor roads in the Cotswolds is
unnecessary, expensive, damaging to the character and wildlife of the area, and has the
effect of extending a suburban appearance to the countryside.

The need to protect and enhance verges is made more urgent by the dramatic and
continuing loss of Britain’s wildflower-rich grassland. Almost all of this has now been
destroyed by agricultural improvement, development or neglect, with the result that less than
1% of the pre-war area of unimproved lowland meadows now survives in England and
Wales.

Sympathetic management

Not all verges in and near villages are suitable for wildflowers. Some may need to be kept
free of taller vegetation to maintain road visibility, particularly at road junctions. Some verges
provide a safe route for pedestrians on busier roads. Nearer the centre of villages local
residents often prefer the neat appearance of close-trimmed verges.

However, there are a number of verges which are mown much more frequently than they
need be, and which have the potential to become attractive havens for wildlife. Such verges
usually only require cutting once a year in late summer after flowers have seeded, but it is
extremely important that the cut vegetation is removed from site to prevent the build-up of
nutrients in the soil. Enriched soils favour ‘rank’ vegetation such as dock, nettle, comfrey and
some grasses, whereas the richer communities of wildflowers and grasses tend to require
lower fertility. While there is an additional cost to removing cut vegetation, a significant
overall saving can be achieved by less frequent mowing.

The Board has developed a set of management practices in consultation with the Highways
Agency, the county highway authorities and the district councils. We recommend that these
are adopted by parish councils throughout the Cotswolds. By following this guidance parish
councils can ensure that their road verges meet road safety requirements, as well as
benefitting wildlife and landscape at a reasonable cost.

Recommended practices

Parish councils should review their verge management policies to ensure they are in
line with their statutory duty to conserve and enhance the AONB.

Consideration should be given to identifying road verges of exceptional wildlife interest
for special management as ‘Protected Road Verges’, following the practice already
adopted by a number of highway authorities in the AONB.

For all routes vegetation should be cut regularly in front of sighs and where necessary
to maintain visibility splays for drivers.

For all main routes, and for those minor routes where pedestrian safety is an issue, a
one metre swathe adjoining the carriageway should be cut regularly by the responsible
authority: this should be extended to two metres where cycle or horse riding safety is
also an issue.

Elsewhere on minor roads the cutting of roadside vegetation should not commence
before the end of July, subject to prevailing weather and local conditions.

Verges on minor roads will usually need to be cut only once and at most twice a year.
More frequent cutting should be avoided as this can be detrimental to biodiversity and
give a suburban appearance to the landscape.



It is particularly important that cut vegetation should be removed and composted off-
site wherever possible, as this will result in more wildflower-rich verges.

The last cut of the year should be full width to the base of the hedge or wall.

Care should be taken to avoid damage to historic features such as milestones which
may be difficult to see in tall herbage.

Invasive and injurious plant species should be identified and eradicated before they
have a chance to spread.

Scrub and young trees should be removed from locations where they are encroaching
on species-rich verges or where important views are being lost. Scrub cutting should
take place between September and mid-February to avoid the bird breeding season.
Where ditches occur, these should be regularly excavated and the spoil removed off-
site to prevent the nutrient enrichment of verges.

Litter should be removed prior to cutting.
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