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Expert input sheet 

 

Conservation and management of continental Grassland in Belgium  

 

Contributor 

Jean-Marc Couvreur 

 

Habitat(s): 

6510 - Lowland hay meadows (Alopecurus pratensis, Sanguisorba officinalis);6520 - Mountain hay 

meadows    

 

Biogeographical region: 

Continental 

 

Member state: 

Belgium 

 

Region(s) (if applicable): 

Wallonia 

 

Issues and pressures 

The main issues are well known and are all linked with the intensification of agricultural practices 

(conversion of permanent grasslands into crops, high nitrogen/phosphorus inputs, frequent cuttings, re-

seeding with "competitive" grasses). The legislation inside the Natura 2000 network is well-fitting to 

overcome these issues (“Arrêté Catalogue”, see references), but the problem remains outside the 

network where actions are more difficult to take due to insufficient knowledge on the distribution of the 

habitats. 

 

Another problem comes from the nitrogen-input due to atmospheric deposits. 

Some aspects of the Common Agricultural Policy are hardly compatible with an appropriate  protection 

and management of grassland habitats. 

Referring to the 2013 reporting, here are the major Pressures and Threats established for 6510 and 6520 

in the Continental region of Belgium. 

 

Pressures: 

A02.01 - agricultural intensification     H - high importance   

A02.03 - grassland removal for arable land    H - high importance   

E01.01 - continuous urbanisation     H - high importance 

A04.01 - intensive grazing      H - high importance 

 

Threats: 

A02.01 - agricultural intensification     H - high importance   

A02.03 - grassland removal for arable land    H - high importance   

A04.01 - intensive grazing      H - high importance   
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E01.01 - continuous urbanisation     H - high importance   

E02.03 - other industrial / commercial area    H - high importance 

A04.03 - abandonment of pastoral systems, lack of grazing  H - high importance 

 

Conservation requirements 

The first step that should be done is a mapping of the habitat outside the Natura 2000 sites (the work is 

in progress inside) so that measures could be taken to take care of these plots of habitats. A second step 

should be to have people involved in encountering the farmers to explicit the needs (and duties) to 

protect the plots of habitats. Another step should be to allow more incentives to farmers in high-

biodiversity grasslands in order for them to be able to pursue their current practices without financial 

negative side-effects. Concerning the measures themselves the habitat should not be fertilized with 

mineral fertilizers, should only be grazed extensively and of course not be ploughed to be transformed 

into crops. Locally specific actions could be set up to improve the habitat quality (re-introduction of seed 

mixtures, addition of species-rich hay products). 

 

Conservation management 

A mapping process was set out in 2005 inside the Natura 2000 sites that is not yet finished but that 

should be carried on in the next few years. A number of agents whose function is to encounter the 

farmers (inside and outside the sites) and to suggest incentives in order to carry on with their current 

practices (if relevant) are already doing a very interesting and innovative work (NatagriWal). Also the 

legislation imposing constraints on the habitat management inside the Natura 2000 sites is well-oriented 

(legal acts "Arrêté Mesures Générales" and "Arrêté Catalogue" passed by the Walloon Regional 

Government in 2011): 

- No mineral or organic fertilization, 

- No re-seeding 

- Strict constraints concerning cutting and grazing periods and terms. 

 

Several LIFE projects have been set out and are currently being implemented (LIFE "Prairies Bocagères" 

in the Famenne Region, LIFE "Herbages" in the Lorraine Region, LIFE "Pays Mosan" in the Hesbaye 

Region), all aiming at conservation and restoration of large numbers of high-quality grasslands. In these 

two LIFE projects, many very interesting restoration experiments are being conducted to assess the best 

management practices to restore species-rich grasslands. 

 

This was also the case with past LIFE “Croix Scaille”, LIFE “Camps militaires (Natura2MIL)”, LIFE “Lesse 

Lomme”, LIFE “Lorraine belge”, and LIFE “Prairies marécageuses”. 

 

Species specific management: 

Yes 

 

As to the Whinchat, it is important that the first cuttings do not take place before July and that small 

landscape elements like bushes, isolated trees, fences remain present (observation posts). Otherwise the 

measures taken to maintain the quality of hay meadows are also well-fitting to the Whinchat. 
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For the two Shrikes, the ecological infrastructure (lines of shrubs, isolated trees, marginal stripes of uncut 

vegetation (agricultural management schemes)) is essential and should be held wherever possible. 

 

The Corn Crake is another species linked to species-rich grasslands that needs late cutting dates (July). 

This species needs extensive grasslands (low fertilization rates) where low grasses density allows the bird 

to move freely throughout the vegetation. 

Whinchat (A275- Saxicola rubetra) 

Red-backed shrike (A338-Lanius collurio) 

Grey shrike (A653-Lanius excubitor) 

Corn crake (A122 – Crex crex) 

 

Barriers and bottlenecks 

As mentioned above, the main barriers are the geographical scale at which effective measures should be 

carried out  in order to avoid further degradation/destruction of these habitats. Indeed, due to the huge 

dispersion of 6510 and 6520 hay meadows on the territory, many of them cannot be easily integrated in 

Natura 2000 sites, and are thus located outside the network. If the current legislation inside the Natura 

network is well-fitting, it is much more difficult to protect the habitat outside due to lack of knowledge 

on the location of this very widely but more and more patchily distributed habitat.  

 

Agro-Environmental Schemes are applied on the whole territory but their weakness is that they are not 

mandatory and are not long-termed measures (a farmer can stop them after 5 years). 

 

Also, some aspects of the Common Agricultural Policy are hardly compatible with an appropriate  

protection and management of grassland habitats. 

 

Solutions and opportunities 

- Information flow between different regional departments dealing with Agriculture and Nature 

Conservation could still be improved. 

- More targeted control methods could be introduced on the measures engaged by farmers. 

- A good monitoring of the habitat quality in relation to the measures taken could be set up in order to 

assess the efficiency of measures and their real impact on habitats quality. 

- A good job is being made by persons specially hired in Wallonia (NatagriWal) to inform farmers about 

the legislation and to suggest them plans to reconcile the financial health of their farm with high 

biodiversity grasslands. Nevertheless there is an urgent need to improve the knowedge on locations of 

grassland habitats outside the Natura 2000 network and to hire more persons to help farmers find 

appropriate solutions. 

 

Cross cutting issues 

Information at citizen, farmer and political levels is not optimal and could be enhanced to ensure 

awareness-rising on the declining quality of biodiversity in agricultural landscapes. 

 

There is a lack of financial means allocated to protect (or to buy in some cases) the most interesting 

parcels before they are lost by intensification. 
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There is a lack of means (financial, human) to ensure the long-term monitoring and management on the 

plots. 

 

Lessons learned / best practice 

As mentioned above, the work done by NatagriWal agents (ex-Naturawal), whose function is to 

encounter farmers (inside and outside the sites) and to suggest incentives in order to carry on with their 

current practices (if they are relevant), already delivers  many good results. This approach is the best way 

to raise awareness among farmers on the conservation of biodiversity while taking into account their 

financial situation and pratical problems. A recent report produced by NatagriWal about their missions 

states that in 2014 115 farmers heavily impacted (in terms of surfaces) by the Natura 2000 constraints 

have been encountered and proposed solutions (agri-environmental compromises). 

 

Also 267 “technical” visits have been organized to control the agricultural management by farmers 

involved in agri-environmental practices, and much has been done about communication: 16 

newspapers articles, 59 public meetings, 21 agricultural events (fairs). 

 

LIFE projects are very effective and efficient means to improve the conservation of these habitats. 3 

interesting examples of LIFE projects specially dedicated to grasslands protection and/or restoration can 

be highlighted. 

 

1) LIFE “Protection and restoration of habitat of Corn crake in Belgium” (1994 and 1995): 129 ha in 

Wallonia were purchased across 5 target sites. Additional land was also purchased with funding from 

provincial and local support. Management agreements were concluded with neighbouring farmers to 

graze and/or mow the purchased land following strict management agreements. Notably, 120 ha in 

Fagne Famenne in Wallonia were then managed in this way. 

 

Habitat restoration work undertaken in the 5 sites included tree removal, hedge planting, pond creation, 

clearance of derelict buildings, raising of water levels, and fencing to manage grazing.  

 

2) LIFE “Bocages - Conservation of habitats and species of bocage landscapes of the Fagne and 

Famenne” (2012-2019). The 'Bocages' project is focused on improving bocage (hedged grasslands) 

landscapes and extensively managed hay meadows (6510) in Wallonia. The project targets 10 Natura 

2000 sites, in the Fagne-Famenne district.  

 

The project’s 2 main objectives concerning grasslands are:  

•  To restore a substantial surface of habitat 6510 within the bocage network (purchase and legal 

protection of 100 ha of land; extensive management of 150 ha of hay meadows and associated habitats);  

 

•  To raise public awareness about conservation of our natural heritage. 

Methods used for the restoration of the habitats will involve the purchase of land, tree and scrub 

removal, mowing, mulching. Public awareness-rising will aim at improving understanding and support for 

the project activities, which is expected to increase the number of nature conservation volunteers who 

can contribute to the beneficiary’s operations. 
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3) LIFE « Herbages - Priority actions for grasslands and meadows in Southern Lorraine and the Ardenne” 

(2013-2019). The 'Herbages' project aims to improve the conservation status of 400 ha of priority 

grasslands. This will be achieved by improving the functionality of the ‘project areas’ ecological network.  

 

Concerning grasslands, the project aims at:  

•  Improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the implemented restoration actions by enhancing the 

state of knowledge on the distribution of habitats and their typical species, by assessing conservation 

priorities in the project area, and by a better training of stakeholders; and 

  

•  Improving the ecological connectivity of grasslands in and between the Natura 2000 network sites 

through the use of habitat ‘stepping stones’ and ‘corridors’. 

Methods used for the restoration of the habitats involve: land purchase (250 ha); restoration of 

ecological corridors and stepping-stone sites; mowing; implementing a monitoring system. 

 

All of the 250 ha of land that is proposed for acquisition will be restored (60% of the project’s tangible 

actions will be implemented in the purchased land) 

 

Training for staff at the Arlon offices of the nature and forest authority in issues related to the 

conservation of grassland habitats. 

 

Opportunities for joint action 

More exchanges on information could be done with experts in other regions and countries. Also 

interesting results delivered in adjacent regions on the topic could be more actively searched. 

 

References 

Link to the walloon section of the 2013 Reporting: 

http://biodiversite.wallonie.be/fr/resultats-du-rapportage-article-17-au-titre-de-la-directive-92-43-cee-

pour-la-periode-2007-2012.html?IDD=4237&IDC=5803 

 

Link to the official portal for Agro-Environment Schemes in Wallonia: 

http://agriculture.wallonie.be/apps/spip_wolwin/article.php3?id_article=59 

 

Link to NaturaWal: http://www.naturawal.be/ 

 

Link to « Arrêté Mesures  générales » et « Arrêté Catalogue » : 

http://environnement.wallonie.be/legis/consnat/cons045.htm 

http://www.naturawal.be/images/stories/natura/Legislation/AGW_Catalogue/agw%20catalogue%20201

10603.pdf 

 

Life projects: 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=5041 (Pays Mosan) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=4297 (Bocages) 
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http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=4319 (Herbages) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=2920 (Croix Scaille) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=2916 (camps militaires) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=1738 (Haine) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=1744 (Lesse Lomme) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=366 (Lorraine belge) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_i

d=523 (Prairies marécageuses) 

 

 


