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West Kent Golf Course Nature Reserve 
 
 

 

The West Kent Golf Course (WKGC) is situated eight kilometres south of central 

Bromley and east of Biggin Hill Airport.  London Wildlife Trust (LWT) has managed 

three sections of rough belonging to the Golf Club as a nature reserve since 1987.  

This consists of a mixture of grassland, scrub and woodland totalling 9.2 hectares.   

 

The most highly valued habitat of the reserve is unimproved calcareous grassland 

that overlies chalk, on a west-facing slope of dry valley running approximately north-

south.  This reserve was crucial to Charles Darwin’s study of local wildlife that 

appeared in The Origin of Species and his later botanical books especially his study 

of orchids. It is part of the Darwin’s Landscape Laboratory UK Tentative World 

Heritage Site list 2012-22. The site was arable in the 1840s, but as the price of 

wheat was already declining following the Napoleonic Wars the site was returned to 

grassland.  

 
Chalk grasslands have immense popular appeal as areas that are rich in plants and 

butterflies, many of which are rare and confined to this habitat. They are semi-natural 

habitat that evolved as a result of human activities such as traditional sheep grazing. 

Following the decline of sheep grazing and the reduction of the rabbit population 

from myxomatosis, much grassland has been lost through natural succession to 

scrub and woodland, a process which also threatens this reserve. 
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The main habitats represented are 

calcareous grassland, hawthorn scrub and 

beech and ash woodlands.  The grassland 

is dominated by upright brome as typically 

found over chalk where it is lightly grazed 

or ungrazed. The area supports a very fine 

collection of rarities including the nationally 

scarce man orchid and locally rare species 

such as bee, fly, fragrant and pyramidal 

orchids, dodder, yellow-rattle, chalk 

milkwort, wild and large thymes.  

 

Sparser cover and shorter height of upright 

brome on the slopes accounts for the 

greater number of herbs such as kidney 

vetch, common milkwort, autumn gentian, 

small scabious, dwarf thistle, hoary 

plantain and common rockrose. 

 

 

The beech woodland is of planted origin. The storm 

of October 1987 blew 10-15% of beech trees down 

creating gaps, which has permitted regeneration of 

ash, blackthorn, field maple and other species. The 

ash woodland that has emerged forms a dense even-

aged stand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Charles Darwin lived for many years at Down 

House; his estate borders the reserve’s 

eastern boundary.  It was in this landscape 

that he observed and undertook experiments 

on local wildlife that ended up in The Origin of 

Species. 

 

 

  

Man orchid 

© Bruce Shortland 

Field scabious 

Autumn gentian 

© M. Waite 
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Reserve details 
 
Location The reserve consists of the eastern section of the West Kent 

Golf Course, 8km south of Bromley between Biggin Hill Airport 
and Downe. 
 

Area 9.2 hectares 
 

Status Part of the West Kent Golf Course and Down House Site of 
Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation (MO18) 
Part of Darwin’s Landscape Laboratory Tentative World 
Heritage Site 
 

Grid Reference TQ 428 610 
 

Access 
(pedestrians)  

A public footpaths runs from Downe Vicarage to Costains 
Farm and Holwood Farm to Bird House Lane, Luxted. 
Road access is via West Hill from the Luxted Road running 
south from Downe. 
Two public footpaths cross the reserve.   
 

Land Tenure LWT manage the area identified as "the chalk grasslands" 
(about 9.2ha) under licence from the owner, West Kent Golf 
Course Limited.   
 

Dogs Dogs are not allowed on the reserve except for on the public 
footpaths where they should be kept on leads at all times. 
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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 manage the chalk grassland to maintain the maximum diversity of typical 

plants and animals, particularly its most notable and indicative species known 

by Darwin, while preventing its damage and/or loss by succession 
 

 To manage the edges of the existing scrub areas to maintain a scattered scrub 

habitat with ecotones 
 

 To maintain beech woodland and mature hawthorn where the natural 

development of flora and fauna may continue without human intervention 
 

 To collect, collate and evaluate further ecological information on the site in 

order to monitor the effectiveness of management 
 

 To inform members of the West Kent Golf Club and the wider public on the 

value of the reserve, broader nature conservation issues and raise the profile of 

the Trust 
 

 Conserve and enhance ‘The Terrace’ boundary with Down House and 

associated beech-ash woodlands 
 

 To contribute towards the integrity of Darwin’s Landscape Laboratory WHS 

proposal, and landscape conservation initiatives within the area, for example 

the proposed Capital Chalk Living Landscape 
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Chalk grassland 
 
The management of the chalk grassland is a high priority.  If grassland is left 

unmanaged it will quickly be colonised by scrub and the chalk grassland species will 

be lost. 

 

Approximately one third of the grassland should be cut every year during late 

summer/autumn on a 3-year rotation.  Only part of each compartment should be 

mown at one time, so if species are eliminated, recolonisation from uncut areas can 

occur, and a diverse sward height can be created. 

 

In the north section the cuttings are piled on site or removed to a compost heap by 

the Golf Club staff.  The cuttings in middle section will be raked into lines and then 

burnt on suitably dry days.  This reduces the area affected by burning.  

 

In the southern section the vegetation is burnt on two fire sites which have been 

used for several years. Dogwood that is abundant there should be controlled by 

cutting half of the area in August. 
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Dense scrub 

In places the scrub has become very dense.  These dense scrub areas have a much 

lower species diversity of both plants and animals than the younger scattered scrub.  

However it does provide a habitat for breeding birds and some insects.   

 

An exception is the area known as ‘the Terrace’ which has a historical importance as 

a place where Charles Darwin was conducting his observations. The Terrace was 

cleared during past several years and will be maintained as a clearing. The hedge 

should be maintained at height that allows view of the valley landscape. 

 

 

Woodland 

 
The woodland is to be managed by non–intervention to allow it to develop naturally 

and provide continuity to woodland and tree belts to the east of the reserve.  The key 

management is to ensure the safety of visitors, which includes the annual inspection 

of trees and any necessary H&S works.   
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Annual work schedule 2012-17 

 
 April- 

June 
July-
September 

October - 
December 

January 
- March 

Cut grassland 
 

    

Burn arisings 
 

    

Maintain scrub patches, 
remove young ash trees 
 

    

Cut back scrub on margins 
of grassland 
 

    

Restore hedge 
 

    

Cut dogwood in south 
section 
 

    

Inspection of trees along 
paths 
 

    

Butterfly monitoring  
 

    

Reptile monitoring  
 

    

Annual counts of rare plants 
 

    

Grassland monitoring 
 

    

Breeding bird survey 
 

    

 
  



West Kent Golf Course Nature Reserve  Management Brief                                      8 
London Wildlife Trust 
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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!  
 

 

 Mowing or cutting grassland using 
strimmers 

 

 Managing scrub using loppers and saws 
 

 Felling small trees using hand saws 
 

 Raking arisings from mowing and burning 
them 

 

 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/

