
Tailored advice on managing land for pollinators
Transport Corridor
Who is this information for?  
This information sheet is relevant for road and rail 
managers and contractors, as well as planners  
and developers.

Why are pollinators important?
Yield and quality of food produced by many crops 
worldwide, is dependent on pollination by insects1. 
Insect pollination is also necessary for seed production 
by wild and garden plants, essential for maintaining 
biodiversity. Pollinators support healthy ecosystems, 
particularly by helping plants to produce fruits and seeds 
which birds and other animals rely on. Also, they are 
valued by the public, and, as part of our natural world, 
contribute to our health and well-being.

Pollinating insects include honey bees, 
bumblebees, solitary bees, wasps, hoverflies 
and other flies, butterflies, moths and beetles. 
Since the 1950s, the distributions and diversity 
of some wild pollinator groups have changed 
in Britain, with many species declining or even 
disappearing from large parts of the country.  
It is important to take action to support 
populations of insect pollinators into the future. 
The transport ’soft estate’ covers large areas of 
land, and can make an important contribution  
to pollinator conservation.

What do pollinators need?
Different types of pollinating insects have different 
requirements. All of them feed on nectar (which provides 
energy in the form of sugars) as adults and many also 
feed on pollen (which provides protein). Bees also 
feed their larvae on pollen and nectar. Hoverflies have 
particularly varied life-cycles and the larvae of many feed 
on crop pests such as aphids, making these insects 

doubly useful. Butterfly larvae (caterpillars) feed on  
plant leaves and different species need different  
larval host plants. 

In addition to their food requirements, pollinating insects 
need the right sort of habitat to complete their life cycle. 
Bees in particular need suitable places to make their 
nests, which may be below ground (mining bees and 
many bumble bees), in dense vegetation on the surface 
(carder bumblebees), or in holes in logs, plant stems, 
walls etc. (e.g. mason and leafcutter bees). Pollinating 
flies rely on pools, ditches, damp soil and animal dung 
for their larval development.
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How important are transport corridors  
for pollinators? 
Road verges and railway embankments can be 
important habitats for pollinating insects2,3,4. A survey of 
roadside wildlife in Britain recorded 25 of the 60 species 
of butterfly and eight of the 25 species of bumblebee5, 
and this is likely to be an underestimate of true numbers. 
Despite mortality from collisions with traffic, research 
suggests that the benefit to pollinators from roadside 
native habitat outweighs the hazard from passing 
vehicles2. 

The transport soft estate is defined as the vegetated 
areas within road verges and on rail linesides, between 
the carriageway or rail track and the ownership 
boundary. There are millions of hectares of land within 
the UK’s transport networks, and managing the soft 
estate with pollinators in mind could have a significant 
impact on pollinator conservation. The Highways 
Agency soft estate alone contains over 30,000ha of 
land, with Network Rail having a further 30-40,000ha 
within its estate. This doesn’t include the vast areas 
contained within local highways authorities. This land 
can offer valuable habitat in its own right, but also 
because it stretches across the landscape, connecting 
other habitat patches and creating a linear refuge for 
wildlife. This is particularly true in agricultural regions, 
urban areas, and other highly modified landscapes, 
where transport corridors may be the only substantial 
semi-natural habitat remaining, and support the densely 
flowering areas during certain weeks of the year. 

Even where other habitats are available, habitats 
associated with transport corridors can make a 
valuable contribution. For example, track edges and 
roadsides were found to be of greater importance to 

long-tongued bumblebees than adjacent agricultural 
habitats, even in areas of low-intensity farming in the 
Somerset Levels and the Outer Hebrides3, because 
they had greater densities of suitable forage plants. 
A study in Poland found that species richness and 
abundance of bees and butterflies were higher on 
railway embankments than in extensively managed 
and recently abandoned grasslands, even though 
earlier studies had shown these to be among the 
most important habitats for pollinators5. The wider 
corridors of ‘soft estate’ associated with deeper road/
railway/canal cuttings or larger raised embankments 
can offer substantial opportunities that go beyond 
a ‘corridor’ effect; this can also apply to combined 
corridors e.g. where combinations of railway 
lines, roads and/or canals occur side by side with 
associated strips of uncultivated land, to create a 
very diverse habitat corridor. Ditches along transport 
corridors can support wetland flowers for pollen and 
nectar, and breeding habitat for valuable pollinators 
such as drone flies.  

Management of rail linesides and road 
verges to encourage pollinators

Railway embankments
Numbers of bee species and individuals were found 
to be positively related to bare ground and negatively 
affected by shrubs on railway embankments4. 
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Bare ground provides nest sites for some bee species, 
while dense shrub growth makes the habitat less 
suitable. Nevertheless, retention of some spring flowering 
shrubs is valuable both for forage provision and shelter 
from wind. Hence periodic reduction of shrub growth 
and disturbance during repairs and maintenance 
operations are likely to be beneficial, so long as flower 
rich herbaceous vegetation is maintained. Pollinator 
species number and abundance is related to numbers 
of flower species, so where there are few flowers 
present, there may be value in sowing wild flower seed 
mixtures. Vegetation management should aim to maintain 
a diverse flowery sward, therefore overall treatment 
with broad-spectrum or non-selective herbicides is 
not recommended. Where herbicides are used, they 
should be restricted to areas close to the tracks and/
or selectively applied to the target species e.g. by spot 
application or weed wiper, wherever possible

Road verges: cutting management 
Most local authority road verges are managed by 
cutting. Funding is generally limited so effort should 
be directed towards areas of wildlife importance, such 
as those with species-rich flowering communities, 
by ensuring that management is appropriate for 
maximising their value and avoiding damage to the 
plant communities. For example, this has been done 
by agreement between the local Wildlife Trusts and the 
County Council in a ‘Protected Roadside Verge Scheme’ 
in Lincolnshire6.

Advice from English Nature (now Natural England) and 
the Wildlife Trusts suggests, where possible, dividing 
road verges into three zones, managed with different 
cutting frequencies (Figure 1).

1. Zone A: lawn effect. Nearest the road, safety is the 
 primary consideration and this area may need to be   
 cut frequently for this purpose. 
2. Zone B: short meadow sward with wild flowers.   
 Management should aim to encourage flowering  
 by cutting twice a year, which will keep the sward 
 at a height consistent with good road visibility. 
 Cutting should be carried out in May or June and   
 again in September. A two cut system has been  
 found to be the most beneficial in experiments7,8.   
 Where swards grow slowly e.g. chalk and limestone   
 areas, it is suggested that only one cut per year may  
 be needed, in late August. 
3. Zone C: tall herbs for feeding and nesting pollinators.  
 On wider verges a third zone, Zone C, can be cut   
 only once a year (on nutrient rich soils) or every two 
 years, to allow some accumulation of dead stems   
 which some solitary bees use for nesting. On a deep 
 cutting may be an argument for allowing some 
 scrub/bramble development and then managing this 
 on a rotational basis of every five years or so.
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Figure 1. Idealised road verge management zones



A range of cutting dates in a local area will help 
to ensure that some plants are always in flower to 
provide forage for pollinators. A rotational system was 
recommended by Dutch researchers who carried out 
a recent study of road verge management8. They 
suggested either dividing the verge into longitudinal 
strips cut separately, with around three weeks between 
the two cuts, or managing most of the verge with two 
cuts but leaving one strip to be managed by one cut 
only in mid-September. This is similar to the Zone B 
and Zone C approach described above. A recent Swiss 
study found that wild bee abundance and species 
richness increased in meadows where uncut refuges 
were left, compared to meadows without refuges9. 

Ideally, cuttings should be removed to prevent nutrient 
build-up (which is detrimental to plant diversity) and 
smothering of regrowth. Removal of cuttings increases 
diversity and flower abundance9. While this may not 
be possible as general practice, removal on areas of 
high value might be considered, perhaps by farmers or 
volunteers if the council is unable to do it. In some areas, 
farmers make hay from wide verges. 

Sowing wild flowers in verges and 
embankments
The construction of new roads or railway cuttings, 
or disturbance of soil during re-profiling or other 
operations, can provide useful opportunities. During 
construction of new ‘soft estate’, it is advantageous 
not to add topsoil in order to keep soil fertility low. This 
prevents the dominance of tall competitive species and 
encourages the development of a more species-rich 
flora. Where possible, encourage the development of a 
natural, indigenous flora, but where this is not feasible, 
opportunities could be taken to sow perennial wild 
flower mixtures of local provenance that are beneficial 
for pollinating insects. These are available from a range 
of seed suppliers, either already mixed or as single 
species. It is recommended that merchants who sell 
seed originating from wild stocks of UK origin should be 
used, as seed from foreign sources may not be adapted 
to UK conditions. Agricultural varieties should not be 
used – they can be very different in growth form and are 
generally not persistent. 

Recent research10 has quantified nectar production by 
wild plant species. Suitable species with high nectar 
production per unit area include black knapweed, white 
dead-nettle, ox-eye daisy, bugle, marjoram, red clover, 
field scabious, white clover, and yarrow.  

The composition of the seed mixture should be tailored 
to suit the soil type. Inclusion of yellow rattle, which is 
parasitic on grasses, can help to reduce the vigour of the 
grass and make it less competitive with flowering herbs.

 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the large area, relatively undisturbed 
nature (compared to agricultural land) and high 
connectivity of transport corridors make them a  
highly valuable habitat and a potentially huge resource  
to help maintain populations of pollinating insects.  
Good management will ensure that they fulfil this 
potential as much as possible.

The advice contained within this information sheets 
is evidence- based as far as possible. Experts 
from Government and a wide range of interested 
organisations, including research scientists, have  
helped to inform the development of this detailed advice. 
It is intended as good practice advice and should not 
be regarded as official guidance. Where UK studies 
were not available, overseas research has been referred 
to. Many other organisations also provide advice on 
managing your land for pollinators, and links have been 
provided here where appropriate.
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