
 
 

How To: Grow and look after trees 
and shrubs for wildlife 
 
 

Crack willow   Photo: Willow via Wikimedia Commons         Bramble berries Photo: Pleple2000 via Wikimedia Commons  

 
Trees and shrubs bring another dimension to gardens offering beautiful blossom, fruits and seeds as 

well as shelter and food for invertebrates, birds and small mammals, habitat for bryophytes, lichens 

and fungi and welcome shade in summer. With good site preparation, planting and careful pruning 

shrubs and trees can be grown in gardens of all sizes. 

 
Target species:  
Birds, small mammals, pollinators, herbivorous larvae, lichens and bryophytes 
 
How to do it 
All trees and shrubs give important vertical structure for wildlife in gardens, which provide shelter 
and nesting opportunities.  Lots of species offer excellent food resources for all wildlife. Planting as 
many species as your garden can accommodate is a real help to wildlife. 
 
Choosing species 

• Before planting a tree or shrub, make sure there is enough surrounding space and light for the 
eventual size of the plant. 

• From our research the top species for all sorts of wildlife are in the tables below.  Some of the 
best ones for gardens  have pages devoted to them on our website – click the links. 

•  

Top shrubs (descending order)  Top trees (descending order) 

* Potentially too big for smaller gardens 

Blackberry Rubus fruticosus agg.  Goat/pussy willow* Salix caprea 

Dog rose Rosa canina   Cherry Prunus avium 

Lavender Lavandula angustifo-
lia+spp 

 Blackthorn Prunus spinosa 

Rosemary Rosmarinus officinalis  Small leaved lime* Tilia cordata 

Flowering  
currant  

Ribes sanguineum  Field maple Acer campestre 

http://www.wlgf.org/bramble.html
http://www.wlgf.org/dog_rose.html
http://www.wlgf.org/bird_cherry.html
http://www.wlgf.org/blackthorn.html
http://www.wlgf.org/field_maple.html


Firethorn Pyracantha coccinea  Domestic Apple Malus domestica (pumila) 

Sage  Salvia officinalis   Plum Prunus domestica 

Buddleja  Buddleja davidii  Large-leaved lime* Tilia platyphyllos 

Raspberry Rubus idaeus  Pear Pyrus communis 

Oregon grape Mahonia spp  Hawthorn Crataegus monogyna 

Red currants Ribes rubrum  Common lime* Tilia x europaea 

Rose  Rosa (garden singles)  Horse chestnut* Aesculus hippocastanum 

Blackcurrant Ribes nigrum  California lilac Ceanothus spp 

Buddleja  Buddleja globosa  Sycamore* Acer pseudoplatanus +spp 

Escallonia Escallonia species  Holly Ilex aquifolium 

Cornish heath Erica vagans  Crack willow* Salix fragilis 

Wayfaring tree Viburnum lantana  Strawberry tree Arbutus unedo 
Heather/ Ling Calluna vulgaris  Rowan Sorbus aucuparia 

 

Planting 

• Most trees and shrubs can be established from small seedlings, bare-rooted ‘whips’ or 
standards. See our How to guide.  It may seem you will get a more instant impact by planting 
potted trees, but generally bare roots overtake them after a couple of years. 

• On receiving bare-rooted specimens, soak the exposed roots before planting, and if necessary 
‘heel in’ the plants (dig a hole – deep enough to loosely cover the roots to prevent them drying 
out) until you are ready to plant them in their final position. 

• The best time for planting bare-roots is autumn when the earth is still warm and there is going 
to be natural watering from rain.  You can plant in the winter provided the ground is not frozen, 
but not from spring onwards. 

• For trees and planted as ‘standards’ (to be grown on their own as “specimens” it is advisable to 
add a wooden stake tied to the young tree for support. 

• In small gardens, shrubs and small trees can be successfully grown in pots as long as the top 5cm 
of soil/compost is replaced every other year, and the potted plants well-watered. See our How 
to guide. 

• If you don’t have space for trees or large shrubs, you can still have them in your garden if you 
plant then into a mixed-species hedge.  See our How to guide, and our pages on hedge plants. 

 

Managing trees and shrubs 

• Ensure all newly planted trees and shrubs are watered during dry periods for the first couple of 
years after planting and add a mulch around the plant. 

• In country areas trees and shrubs may need to be protected from grazing rabbits or deer using 
tree guards or wire fencing.   

• Unless planted as standards, trees and shrubs will need pruning to keep them to the right size or 
shape for your garden.  

• The best time of year for shrub pruning, hedge-laying and more serious tree surgery is autumn 
to winter when the plant is dormant and to avoid the nesting/breeding season of birds, small 
mammals and invertebrates. 

• Minimal pruning can be carried out at other times taking care not to avoid disturbing any nesting 
wildlife. 

• The best pruning patterns and techniques vary between species.  We recommend the RHS’s 
many pruning guides. 

• Employ a qualified tree surgeon for major work to reduce the crown of a tree that is growing too 
large for your garden. 

 

http://www.wlgf.org/hawthorn.html
http://www.wlgf.org/holly.html
http://www.wlgf.org/calluna.html
http://www.wlgf.org/guelder_rose.html
http://www.wlgf.org/rowan.html
http://www.wlgf.org/ht_seeds.pdf
http://www.wlgf.org/ht_containers.pdf
http://www.wlgf.org/ht_hedges.pdf
http://www.wlgf.org/hedge_plants.html
https://www.rhs.org.uk/pruning


How easy is it to do?  
It is quite easy to establish trees and shrubs in the garden provided you follow the guidelines of 
space and timing. 
 
How much will it cost? 
Native tree or shrub whip cost between £1.50 to £4 depending on size and species. Pot-grown plants 
cost £6 to £20+ depending on size, while older root-ball specimens are in excess of £30.  Secateurs 
which are essential for pruning cost from about £15, but it may be worth paying £50 for long-lasting 
quality tools. 
  
How effective is it for the target species? 
There is probably nothing better for wildlife than planting trees and shrubs (and putting in a pond!) 
 
Golden rules – what the science tells us 

• Watering is crucial for bare-root plantings.  Generally autumn-winter planted whips will get 
enough rain, but do give extra water if it is unusually dry.  

• It can be very helpful to put in a length of plastic pipe when you plant the whips or root-balls so 
that later on you can apply water directly to the roots, which encourages deeper root growth 
than top-watering 

• Trees and shrubs may be coppiced every few years – a traditional method of reducing a woody 
plant by cutting at the base of the plant and a method which promotes healthy new growth in 
spring (e.g. hazel, hawthorn).  

• Autumn leaf fall – try not to be over-tidy with leaf clearing – and leave plenty of leaves at the 
base of hedges and shrubs for small mammals such as hedgehogs, and invertebrates. 

 
What to look for?  

• Birds nesting in spring time – most likely to be blackbirds, thrush, robin, wren 

• Berry-eating birds in winter 

• Insects breeding - such as moth and butterfly larvae 

• Insect nest building such as leaf-cutter bees collecting pieces of leaf 

• Hedgehogs foraging at the base of hedges and shrubs – and hibernating amongst dry leaves in 
winter. 

 
Things to be aware of 

• Dead wood in the form of twigs, branches and standing deadwood is also important for fungi 

and invertebrates for habitat and breeding.  

• The bird nesting season can start sometimes as early as February. Most young birds have fledged 
by mid-July in the south of England.  Don’t disturb birds in hedges, shrubs or trees while they are 
breeding 

 
Further information 
 
How to: Grow wildlife-friendly plants from seed   www.wlgf.org/ht_seeds.pdf 

How to:  Grow plants in containers   www.wlgf.org/ht_containers.pdf 

How to: Create and maintain hedges    www.wlgf.org/ht_hedges.pdf 

 
Our web pages on hedge plants  www.wlgf.org/hedge_plants.html 

Our web pages on trees for gardens http://www.wlgf.org/trees_shrubs.html 

RHS guides to pruning trees and shrubs    www.rhs.org.uk/pruning 

RHS guidance on coppicing www.rhs.org.uk/plants/types/trees/coppicing 

https://www.rhs.org.uk/plants/types/trees/coppicing
http://www.wlgf.org/ht_seeds.pdf
http://www.wlgf.org/ht_containers.pdf
http://www.wlgf.org/ht_hedges.pdf
http://www.wlgf.org/hedge_plants.html
http://www.wlgf.org/trees_shrubs.html
https://www.rhs.org.uk/pruning
https://www.rhs.org.uk/plants/types/trees/coppicing

