
Novice 
Hedgelaying 

Course

N H LS  Tr a i n i n g  S c h e m e  D o c u m e n tat i o n

D o c u m e n t  T D 2 .1

Candidate Guide

V e r s i o n  1  -  2 3 . 6 . 2 0 2 6



National Hedgelaying Society

Candidate Guide

2

Contents
1.  Why Hedgelaying Matters.............................................................................. 3

2.  Novice Hedgelaying Course........................................................................... 3

2.1  Overview............................................................................................................................. 3

2.2  Safety Code of Practice...................................................................................................... 4

3.  What will I Learn on the Course?.................................................................... 4

3.1  Understanding of the Hedge.............................................................................................. 4

3.2  Health and Safety............................................................................................................... 4

3.3  Tools.................................................................................................................................... 4

3.4  Pleaching............................................................................................................................ 5

3.5  Heel Cut............................................................................................................................... 5

3.6  Stakes, Crooks, Crops, Binders.......................................................................................... 5

3.7  Appearance ........................................................................................................................ 5

4.  How to Apply................................................................................................ 6

5.  Contact Us.................................................................................................... 6



National Hedgelaying Society

Candidate Guide

3

1.  Why Hedgelaying Matters
Interest in the traditional craft of hedgelaying continues to grow across the country. A well-
laid and properly managed hedge benefits farming, wildlife and the wider landscape.

For farmers, a laid hedge provides a strong, natural stock-proof barrier and valuable shelter 
for livestock. For wildlife, healthy hedgerows create important habitats and movement 
corridors for birds, mammals, insects and plants.

Hedgelaying also plays an important role in rejuvenating old and neglected hedgerows. 
Rather than removing and replanting existing boundaries, traditional hedge management 
can restore hedges, encourage new growth from established root systems and help retain 
the character, continuity and ecological value of the historic landscape. A hedge maintained 
through hedgelaying can thrive for centuries.

In recent years, increasing awareness of biodiversity loss, landscape conservation and sus-
tainable land management has renewed interest in traditional hedge management skills. 
Government support for hedgerow protection, together with Environmental and Country-
side Stewardship Schemes, has further increased demand for hedgelaying and related rural 
crafts.

Traditional hedge management is now widely carried out on private estates, public parks, 
nature reserves, community spaces, schools and domestic gardens, helping to conserve 
both local landscapes and traditional countryside skills.

2.  Novice Hedgelaying Course

2.1  Overview
The National Hedgelaying Society provides training and assessment in traditional hedgerow 
management.

This beginner course gives students the basic knowledge and practical skills needed to 
start hedgelaying safely and confidently using hand tools and leads either to a Certificate of 
Attendance, or Lantra accredited Novice Hedgelayer certification.

The course covers:

•	 Understanding the hedge

•	 Hedgelaying styles

•	 The biodiversity value of hedges

•	 Historic landscape importance

•	 Health and safety
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•	 Hand tools and tool care

•	 Hedgerow legislation

•	 Preparing the hedge

•	 Cutting and pleaching

•	 Building the hedge

•	 Staking, binding, crooks, crops, stake and-rail methods (depending 
on the style)

•	 Trimming and finishing

•	 Hedge aftercare

2.2  Safety Code of Practice
All tools, equipment and facilities used during the course must comply with current safety 
regulations and be safe to use. Only safe working practices will be demonstrated, and a site-
specific risk assessment will be carried out before the course begins.

3.  What will I Learn on the Course?
The description below provides an overview of the elements covered during the training.  
More detailed information is available in the Hedgelaying Technical Guide, available from 
the National Hedgelaying Society. 

3.1  Understanding of the Hedge
•	 Explain the basic principles of hedgelaying

•	 Reasons for the style

•	 How to maintain the hedge once it has been laid

3.2  Health and Safety
•	 Awareness of possible risks and safe working practices

•	 Creation of a risk assessment and emergency plan

•	 Appropriate PPE

•	 Demonstrating good working practices and maintaining a safe work 
area

3.3  Tools
Includes knowledge of tools and how to care for them, and correct and safe use.
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3.4  Pleaching
•	 Stem selection, separating the stem from its neighbours and preparing the 

stem to be laid

•	 Starting the cut at the correct height for the size of the stem

•	 Not cutting in sharply and then splitting stem downwards in a long tongue

•	 Thinning the pleach down in an even manner with no kicking back into an 
open mouth

•	 Smooth finish to the cut with no ‘hacking’

3.5  Heel Cut
•	 All heels taken off

•	 Heel taken off low to the ground

•	 The cut sloping away from the pleacher (varies from style to style) 

•	 Smoothness of cut with no damage to the bark below

3.6  Stakes, Crooks, Crops, Binders

Stakes

•	 Stakes chosen should be suitable for the style and of correct quality

•	 Stakes sharpened at the thick end and placed thick end in the ground 

•	 Stakes in a uniform pattern, at the correct angle and trimmed to the correct 
height above the binders

•	 Stakes forming as straight a line as possible within the hedge as dictated by 
the style. Correctly and evenly spaced.

Binders

•	 Started at the correct end and woven in the correct manner for the style

•	 Finished height level and correct for the style

•	 Binders inserted behind each stake correctly and not protruding

•	 Not cracked or damaged during the trimming of the stakes

3.7  Appearance 

The appearance of the hedge should be true to the style. Guidance on each regional style can be 
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found in the NHLS document, AS2 Hedgelaying Style Guides for Assessment.

•	 Bindings, if used, running generally level with correct placement within the 
stakes

•	 Stakes or crooks placed well, at correct angle, firm and holding the hedge 
well. Suitable crop (live stem) selection and use.

•	 Styles with a back of hedge: even brash along the back of the hedge 
showing few holes

•	 Styles where hedge is same on both sides: even finish with both sides 
matching and  built to a good standard

•	 Overall appearance, balanced, neat and well built

•	 Stockproof build, according to style

•	 The finished height and width of the hedge should be generally even 

4.  How to Apply
To apply for training, see the Training Page of the National Hedgelaying Society website;

www.hedgelaying.org.uk

All documentation mentioned in this guide is available on the website.

5.  Contact Us
Email: office@hedgelaying.org.uk
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