Tree warden report to village meeting 2023

I have lived in and around Hartest now for nearly 40 years and found myself recently musing on the things that have changed in that time. And it didn’t cheer me up much.
For instance, when I first moved to Gifford’s Hall in 1985 there were quite literally thousands of toads and some frogs breeding in the pond. In March we organised patrols to pick them off the road before they were squashed by traffic. In July as the baby toadlets emerged from the pond the driveway and the grass shimmered with life. The first time I saw it I thought my eyes had gone funny. They have all gone now. I have not seen a toad for years.
So have the grass snakes. So have the lapwings. So have the turtle doves. So have the hedgehogs. So have the house sparrows. The sky lark no longer sings in the skies above me.
I don’t recall the last time I saw a grasshopper or a bush cricket. 
I know this may not be everyone’s experience, but it is certainly mine, which is odd, really, when you think that some 50 acres of land in that part of our village has been changed from arable to vineyard, woodland and grassland in the same period.
I’m sorry if this sounds more like a rant than a tree warden report, and yes, I know some wildlife has increased and it has been lovely to see the return of the buzzards and red kites in recent years. I’m not so sure about grey squirrels (who damage young trees), badgers (who dig up bumble bee nests and kill hedgehogs) or deer (who are beautiful but are ruinous to new hedgerows and trees).
I can’t explain why this has happened and I don’t intend to apportion blame, but my own suspicion is that the lack of insects may be at the root of a lot of this. They are, after all the bottom of the food chain. In a way, we all depend on insects.


I can’t help but wonder if modern farming practices have been partially responsible. Where is there for the insects and those who live on them to live and breed? Drive out of this village on any road you choose and you will find arable fields which have been ploughed to within a couple of feet of the road. And even that couple of feet is sometimes accidentally sprayed with herbicide. 
And so I wonder if the replanting of roadside hedges would help. They are said to offer a home for insects and other wildlife and make corridors which allows wildlife to move around the countryside.
The government has declared its intention to encourage the planting of some 45,000 miles of hedgerow in the next 25 years in an effort to reverse the trend and if there are any farmers thinking of responding to that plan there are lots and lots of free trees on offer via the Woodland Trust and other organisations. 
For free trees email easternclaylands@woodlandtrust.org.uk or contact me johnkemp296@btinternet.com 
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