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Saltbox Hill Nature reserve 
 
 

Saltbox Hill is one of the most important surviving areas of chalk grassland in the Greater 

London area; it is designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). The reserve was 

acquired by London Wildlife Trust in 1999, following considerable scrub invasion during the 

1980s and 90s and the fear that it may be de-notified and therefore vulnerable to land-use 

changes.   As a result of this lack of management the former extent of grassland has been 

much reduced, and subsequently the core focus for conservation has been its restoration; 

large areas of the reserve have been cleared of scrub since 1999. To further restore and 

maintain the chalk grassland in order to move the SSSI status towards ‘favourable 

condition’, fencing was erected and grazing was reintroduced to the site in 2009. This was 

undertaken by the Old Surrey Downs project funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund in which 

LWT participated as a partner. 

 

The reserve’s grassland has a rich diversity 

of herbs, many characteristic of unimproved 

chalk grasslands but which are uncommon 

within Greater London.  The SSSI supports 

important populations of rare plant and 

invertebrate species, including a variety of 

orchids such as white helleborine, 

pyramidal, bee, fly and the nationally scarce 

man orchid. Over 30 species of butterfly 

have been recorded at the reserve, 

including species of national importance such as chalkhill blue, dark green fritillary, dingy 

skipper and grizzled skipper.  

 

Other habitats on the site include 

secondary woodland, which forms a 

continuous strip along the upper part of 

the site and also covers much of the 

central area; mature hawthorn scrub; chalk 

scrub; and an old hedgerow along the 

northern boundary.  

  

Pyramidal orchid 

Dark green fritillary 
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Reserve details 

 

Location The site lies on the eastern flanks of a chalk dry valley in the 
south of the London Borough of Bromley, about 0.2 km west 
of Biggin Hill Airport. 
 

Area 6.9 hectares  
 

Grid Reference TQ 408 610 
 

Tenure Freehold 
 

Access A public footpath runs through the upper part of the site from 
north to south, to exit on Saltbox Hill. Another crosses the 
centre of the site in an east-west direction from the bottom of 
Hanbury Drive (no parking available). 
 

Status Part of a Site of Special Scientific Interest (notified 1985)  
Part of a Site of Metropolitan Importance for Nature 
Conservation (site M111) 
Metropolitan Green Belt (Bromley Unitary Development Plan, 
1994, updated 2006)  
Area of Special Landscape Character (Bromley Unitary 
Development Plan, 1994, updated 2006) 
 

Planning 

Authority 
London Borough of Bromley 
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Management Objectives 
 

The general long-term aims are to conserve the existing nature conservation interest 
of the reserve, and to enhance or restore this where appropriate. These aims 
incorporate the following ideal management objectives:  
 

 To maintain existing areas of chalk grassland 

 To progressively restore chalk grassland in areas of recent scrub invasion 

 To safeguard and, where possible, enhance populations of uncommon plants 
(orchids), butterflies (chalkhill blue, dark green fritillary, dingy skipper, grizzled 
skipper) and other notable species (such as yellow meadow ant, reptiles) 

 To retain a proportion of chalk scrub within the grassland as an integral 
component of the downland ecosystem 

 To maintain existing areas of mature woodland but prevent further 
encroachment on scrub and grassland 

 To collect, collate and evaluate further ecological information on the site in 
order to monitor the effectiveness of management 

 To promote and interpret the wildlife interest of the site to the local community 

 To meet statutory SSSI requirements 

 To meet all legal and other obligations pertinent to the site, including HLS 
requirements. 

 
 

Chalk grassland 
 
The management of the chalk grassland is the highest priority for the reserve.  If 
grassland is left unmanaged it will quickly be colonised by scrub and the chalk 
grassland species will be lost as has already happened on much of the reserve.   
 
The site will be grazed year-round by a variety of livestock - goats, Dartmoor ponies, 
sheep and cattle depending on site needs and stock availability. Grazing will be 
managed by the Downlands Countryside Management Project (DCMP) under an 
agreement with the Trust.  
 
London Wildlife Trust will work together with DCMP to monitor the effect of grazing 
and suitably alter the grazing regime to ensure effective chalk grassland restoration 
is implemented while safeguarding notable species. As a precautionary measure, 
stock density shall be on the low side to prevent accidental overgrazing. Small 
amount of ragwort currently present on site has to be pulled since it is harmful to 
some grazing animals.  
 
In case of insufficient stocking density, mowing will need to be carried out to maintain 
the grassland habitat. A 2-year rotation with half the compartment cut each year is 
recommended.  Mowing should consist of a coarse cut of 15 cm, carried out in the 
autumn and winter months when invertebrates are less active. The cuttings should 
be removed to prevent soil enrichment.   
 
Scrub habitats are valuable in their own right and form an important component of 
the chalk downland ecosystem. Many butterflies and other insects benefit from the 
shelter afforded by patches of scrub. A proportion of scrub should therefore always 
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be retained, covering c. 10-15% of the grassland area. This should consist of small, 
irregularly shaped blocks and scattered isolated bushes. 
 

 

 

Woodland 
 
The woodland should be managed by non–intervention to allow it to develop 
naturally.  The key management is to ensure the safety of visitors, which includes the 
annual inspection of trees and any necessary H&S works.  Care should be taken to 
avoid disturbance to badger setts, of which there are several in the vicinity. 
 
The hedgerow along the northern boundary is tall and overgrown. The hedge should 
be restored through a combination of laying and coppicing. Any gaps should be 
planted up with hawthorn and other shrub seedlings dug up from areas being cleared 
of scrub in the adjacent grassland.  
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Annual work schedule, 2012-17 

 
 April- 

June 
July-
September 

October - 
December 

January 
- March 

Grazing 
 

    

If not grazed, cut grassland 
remove arisings 
 

    

Maintain scrub patches 
covering    5-10%, coppice 
on 4 year rotation 
 

    

Clearance of mature scrub 
in the paddocks 
 

    

Cut cherry laurel and kill 
stumps 
 

    

Repair steps from Hanbury 
drive 
 

    

Restore hedge 
 

    

Cut back vegetation along 
footpaths as required 
 

    

Inspection of trees along 
paths 
 

    

Butterfly monitoring  
 

    

Reptile monitoring  
 

    

Annual counts of rare plants 
 

    

Grassland monitoring 
 

    

Breading bird survey 
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How can you get involved? 
 
 
All you need is keen interest for working outdoors, suitable clothing and sturdy 
footwear. We will provide you with personal protective equipment and teach you how 
to safely use tools. Get in touch for details!  
 
 

 

 Managing scrub using loppers and saws 
 

 Pulling ragwort 
 

 Felling small trees using hand saws 
 

 Raking arisings from mowing and piling 
them in nearby scrub, cutting grassland 
using strimmers 

 

  Annual grassland condition monitoring, 
monitoring of butterflies, orchids and 
reptiles. 

 
 

London Wildlife Trust is the only charity 

dedicated solely to protecting the capital's 

wildlife and wild spaces, engaging London's 

diverse communities through access to our 

nature reserves, campaigning, volunteering 

and education. 

 
Get in touch!  
volunteering@wildlondon.org.uk 
 
Join London Wildlife Trust and support 
our work at 
www.wildlondon.org.uk 
 

London Wildlife Trust, 200 Union Street, London SE1 0LX 
 

 

mailto:volunteering@wildlondon.org.uk
http://www.wildlondon.org.uk/

