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We’re on the verge of a 
natural breakdown...
Verges are like little 

green arteries that 
crisscross our county 
and together with all 
our green spaces serve 
as the lungs of  our 

land, allowing us all to breath!
I find verges interesting because 

they fall into that category of  
‘inbetween’ spaces that are apt to be 
underrated as significant land.  
They form part of  that 
“incomprehensible swathe we pass 
through without regarding; 
untranslated landscape…a backdrop 
to our most routine and mundane 
activities.” (P Farley & M Symmons 
Roberts, Edgelands, 2012).

They represent a kind of  
nomansland between the danger of  
the road and the relative safety of  
whatever is behind the fence, 
beyond the verge.

Verges are little stretches of  
wilderness where you venture out, 
maybe to pee, at your own peril but 
where many creatures nevertheless 
make their home and livelihood, but 
also often meet their end too. 

Many will have observed the 
scavenging crows and magpies 
looking for carrion along the road.  
Artful dodgers, they know exactly 
when to step back from 
approaching vehicles.

Not so the testosterone-charged 
cock pheasants who, in their desire 
to conquer their rival, are often 
flattened (together with their rival) 
thus allowing the crows, magpies 
and now kites to feast once more.

Despite the dangers, verges offer 
vital lifelines to urban and sub-
urban wildlife, providing rough 
grassland and vegetation in 
otherwise built-up and developed 
areas.  This in turn provides a 
habitat for voles, shrews and field 
mice to live.

Kestrels are a familiar sight 
hovering intently looking for small 
mammals in the unkempt sward, 
while house sparrows and starlings 
rely heavily on verges for their food 
source.

These latter two species are 
probably Britain’s most ‘taken-for-
granted’ birds and as such fit the 

image perfectly as ‘birds of  the 
verge’.

Sadly, however, RSPB surveys 
show that both species have suffered 
huge population decline in the UK 
since the late 70s with house 
sparrows down 58 per cent and 
starlings a staggering 80 per cent!

It may well be that the way we 
manage our verges is part of  the 
jigsaw puzzle to working out why 
these birds have experienced such a 
dramatic decline.

I personally rejoice at the 
overgrown nature of  many of  our 
verges in St Albans at the moment 
and while they will certainly need 
to be cut soon (and indeed are being 
as I write), the seeding grass and 
flowering plants provide a great 
source of  food for many birds and 
insects.

June is the month for baby birds 
and over the last week I have 
encountered many parent birds, 
beaks full of  insects, flying back 
and forth in the exhausting 
business of  demand-feeding.

A nest of  wrens by our front gate 

has just fledged and now the mother 
bird must not only locate food but 
also all her brood that are now 
spread around in the adjacent 
bushes!

The importance of  verges to 
nature has led some county councils 
to officially recognize them as 

‘Roadside Verge Nature Reserves’ 
(RVNRs) and manage them with 
wildlife in mind.

It is estimated that there are over 
3,000km of  verges in Hertfordshire, 
all requiring some form of  
management but together making 
up a comprehensive network of  
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 ■ Wildflowers on a grass verge locally 
Picture: RUPERT EVERSHED

 ■  A common blue butterfly that favours grassy verges                 Picture: STEVE ROUND

potential habitat for wildlife.  Locally, 
feelings are split on how verges should 
be managed with those wishing for tidy 
verges calling for more regular grass 
cutting and others, conscious of  
wildlife requirements – such as 
breeding butterflies needing flowers to 
be left – calling for more restraint.  The 

wild plant conservation charity, 
Plantlife, has recently called on 
members of  the public to sign a 
petition urging councils to do more to 
enhance the wildlife value of  road 
verges:  home to more than 700 species 
of  wild plants.

This is almost half  the native flora of  
the British Isles – but Plantlife points 
out that one in 10 of  these plants is at 
risk of  extinction, in part because 
councils cut verges too early.

With increasing development all 
around us we would do well to combine 
our need for tidiness and safety with an 
understanding of  what’s at stake for 
nature. How frequently we tamper with 
nature’s processes directly affects the 

possibilities for wildlife.
There are, of  course, many sites that 

are designated as nature reserves 
where wildlife flourishes but the risk is 
that these simply become ‘oases’, 
implying that all outside is fast 
becoming desert! 

Appreciating roadside verges as 
potential refuges for wildlife and 
managing them to better suit the 
rhythms of  nature is one way of  
ensuring that our environment outside 
of  official nature reserves does not 
exclude nature but rather encourages 
it.

 ■ For more information visit www.
plantlife.org.uk
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