
 

 
Creating management units at Blakehill Nature Reserve 
 
Blakehill farm and airfield is one of Wiltshire 
Wildlife Trust’s largest nature reserves at 
248 hectares. The site has a rich and varied 
history, being one of the three Cotswold 
airfields with many soldiers passing through 
on the way to the front in 1944. Following 
WWII the site became a listening post and a 
huge mast was erected on the central 
plateau.  
 
Blakehill came to Wiltshire Wildlife Trust in 
2000 and is in the process of being 
transformed from an ex-military site to one 
that boosts wildlife. The neutral grassland 
contributes a significant percentage towards 
the national lowland meadow targets, and at 

one time represented 40% of lowland 
grassland restoration projects in the UK.  
A farm has been established on the site, and 
is the Trust’s main holding with a herd of 
Aberdeen Angus and Beef Shorthorn cattle. 
Restoration to species-rich grassland was 
undertaken on the agriculturally improved 
land. The central Plateau, that used to house 
the runways, is about 120 ha in size, and 
there are smaller meadows are dotted around 
the edges. Priority species of birds and 
mammals within the central plateau include 
brown hare, breeding skylarks and curlew, 
short eared owl, meadow pipit and cuckoo. 
The entire Blakehill site is covered by an 
Environmental Stewardship agreement.  
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Blakehill has its challenges, and being a 
former air field, there are over 800 significant 
health and safety hazards that need to be 
considered. To manage the overall restoration 
of the large open plateau, 120 ha of the 
nature reserve needed to be divided into 
different management zones to allow the 
targeted spreading of green hay and seeds to 
help diversify the grassland. Green hay and 
brush-harvested seed were harvested from 
nearby Sites of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSI), with Natural England’s consent. To 
make the logistics of such a large restoration 
manageable, it was decided to divide the area 
into seven management units, with about 
20 ha being sown or green hay spread each 

year.  

 
The smaller meadows are dotted around the 
central plateau also require a range of 
management techniques. Some are lay-back 
land for the grazing animals. This is land 
where the animals can be kept when the rest 
of the site is ‘shut-up’ for making hay. 
Generally it is not species-rich, as the 
livestock grazes the grassland when the wild 
flowers and grasses bloom, limiting seed set. 
Some of these smaller meadows are managed 
for specific species, such as over-wintering 
waders.  
 
One of these fields ‘Middle’ received green 
hay in 2016 through the Save Our Magnificent 
Meadows Project. Grazing management across 
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the seven management units has been 
difficult, reliant on basic makeshift electric 
fencing system. These needed to be regularly 
moved, checked and mended to prevent the 
cattle from escaping and graze all of the area 
appropriately. Not all of the cows were happy 
to return to their allotted grazing unit, 
especially cows with calves! To make the 
management of the site more efficient, a 
semi-permanent fencing system was needed. 
 
Blake hill lies within the Braydon Forest area 
of North Wiltshire. Generally the wider 
landscape contains small fields separated by 
overgrown hedges interspersed with wood 
copses. The central Plateau of Blakehill is a 
large open space, making the site unique 
within the surrounding landscape. Wiltshire 
Wildlife Trust consulted with local people and 
researched the habitat requirements of target 
species already using the plateau. The 

resulting decision was that planting hedges or 
permanent fencing for the boundaries of the 
seven management units on the plateau was 
un-suitable and did not retain the historical 
context of the site’s military past. Semi-
permanent electric fencing, which can be 
erected quickly and has stronger fence posts, 
was considered to be the best solution, taking 
things forward from the makeshift electric 
fencing.  
 
Concerns were raised by local bird watchers 
especially those with knowledge of the many 
priority species that are ground nesting and or 
roosting in the plateau. Permanent posts of 
the electric fence would provide excellent 
perching points for corvids (especially crows) 
and birds of prey, creating ready viewing 
platforms for raiding nests and predating 
chicks when parent birds are not sitting. 
Previously, self-seeded willows and other 
trees had been removed from the central 
plateau for the same reason.  
 
So, the design of the permanent posts had to 
ensure that corvids and other predators would 
not be able to perch on them. Each post was 
fitted with anti-bird spikes to prevent 
perching. These spikes have been adjusted 
and more fitted where corvids and birds of 
prey were spotted taking an interest in 
roosting. Observers had seen some small birds 
and merlin sitting on the posts. The semi-
permanent electric fence has been 
constructed in such a way that up to 4 strands 
of electric wire can be stretched between 
permanent anchor posts every 200–300 
metres, with intermediate posts set every 20–
30 metres. The electricity is supplied through 
a small portable solar array backed up with a 
series of batteries. The posts and semi-
permanent electric fencing was erected in 
spring /summer 2016.  
 
Each management unit was designed with at 
least one trough. Set away from the troughs 
and towards the outer edge of the plateau are 
permanent gates between the management 
units. The cattle quickly become familiar with 
the positions, making the livestock easier to 
move between the fenced areas. Cattle 
movements are now far easier and less 
stressful for both the cows. Spikes on posts © Wiltshire Wildlife Trust. 



 

Management either side of the fencing can 
also be undertaken more efficiently. The area 
either side of each fence can be cut short to 
stop the electric wires from shorting out and 
providing linkage between each unit. This 
fencing enables targeted grazing within each 
management unit. On rotation, at least one 
whole unit is left to grow and not aftermath 
grazed each year. Other units are cut at 
varying times for haylage and then aftermath 
grazed, whilst another unit is entirely grazed 
and not cut. All of the livestock are removed 
from Blakehill usually by the end of November 
when the wet clay soils start to poach. Then 
cattle are returned by May the following year. 
There are also options within each 
management unit to top areas and then graze 
hard, or to pulse-graze a single compartment, 
or extensively graze larger areas. The 
livestock can also be managed to create mini 
lawns within longer grass swards to provide 
the sort of conditions that species such as 
curlew may favour.  
 
 

It is still early days for results of this more 
efficient grazing system and the full impact of 
the fencing and re-seeding will not be known 
for many years. The Trust is working with 
partners within the Save Our Magnificent 
Meadows partnership, to enhance the site and 
ensure continued breeding for evocative 
species such as the curlew. 
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