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Expert input sheet 

 

Conservation and management of continental Grassland in Belgium  

 

Contributor 

Jean-Marc Couvreur 

 

Habitat(s): 

6410 - Molinia meadows on calcareous, peaty or clayey-silt-laden soils (Molinion caeruleae)    

 

Biogeographical region: 

Continental 

 

Member state: 

Belgium 

 

Region(s) (if applicable): 

Wallonia 

 

Issues and pressures 

This habitat has become very rare and patchily distributed due to intensification of agriculture, drainage, 

eutrophication (atmospheric nitrogen deposits, direct phosphorus and nitrogen fertilization).  

 

These habitats are mainly in natural reserves or in Natura 2000 sites. Some of these sites do not benefit 

yet from a designation act, thus the protection of habitat is therefore not guaranteed. For the few 

locations outside of any protection status area, the situation is even more challenging. 

 

The main Pressures and Threats mentioned in the 2013 reporting are the following. 

 

Pressures 

A02.01 - agricultural intensification    H - high importance  

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

A04.01 - intensive grazing     H - high importance  

A08 - Fertilisation      H - high importance  

J02.07 - Water abstractions from groundwater   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  

A08 - Fertilisation      H - high importance  

J02.07 - Water abstractions from groundwater   H - high importance 
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Conservation requirements 

In order to ensure the long-term protection of this fragile habitat, and taking into account the issue of 

air-borne (nitrogen) pollution, it is imperative to forbid all kind of fertilization. 

 

No further water abstraction should be allowed in the vicinity of the parcels.  

 

The habitat should also be restored in forests/shrubs stands on appropriate soils where possible (Fagne-

Famenne region, Lorraine Region) - where relics of the habitats exist along paths or forest edges. 

 

Conservation management 

Many of the still existing patches of this habitat are properly protected (nature reserves). Inside the 

Natura 2000 network, the legislation imposes constraints on the habitat management and is well-

oriented (legal acts "Arrêté Mesures Générales" and "Arrêté Mesures Particulières" passed by the 

Walloon Regional Government in 2011). For example any fertilization or drainage is forbidden. 

 

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) is already doing a very 

interesting and innovative work (NatagriWal, see references). 

 

Also several LIFE projects have been set up and are currently being implemented, whose objectives 

include the protection (mostly by buying parcels) of still existing patches of this rare habitat (LIFE 

"Prairies Bocagères" in the Famenne Region, LIFE "Herbages" in the Lorraine Region, all aiming at 

conservation and restoration of large numbers of high-quality grasslands, Molinia grasslands included. 

This was also the case of previous Life projects: LIFE “Plateau des Tailles (PLTTailles)”, “camp militaire 

(Natura2MIL)”, LIFE “Saint-Hubert”, LIFE “Haute-Meuse”, LIFE “Lorraine belge” and LIFE “Prairies 

marécageuses”. 

 

Species specific management: 

Yes 

 

The Marsh Fritillary is a much endangered species in Belgium due to loss of connectivity between relict 

populations. The protection of his habitats (wet meadows, wet heaths) is essential. If needed reinforcing 

the populations, based on well conducted studies, could also be a solution. 

 

Specific management measures adapted to the species are : 

- Maintaining of poor-nutrients grasslands (and heathlands) 

- Preservation and enhancing of connectivity between favourable habitats patches (meta-populations) 

- Prohibition of drainage 

- Mowing period preferably between 15th July and 15th August and with a minimal vegetation height of 

20 cm so as to preserve the nests on the ground 

- Very extensive graizing, if a grazing regime is chosen for habitat management (max. 0,2 L.S.U./ha/year - 

LSU= Livestock Unit) 

 

Marsh Fritillary (1065-Euphydryas aurinia) 
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Barriers and bottlenecks 

Lack of surface for restoration of  this habitats : There is little room for re-creation of wet habitats 

(grasslands, heaths) in the very intensively managed agricultural matrix. Only former Molinia grasslands 

currently covered with bushes could be reclaimed (Fagne-Famenne, Lorraine regions).  

 

The problem of air-borne pollutants (nitrogen) can only be solved or at least lowered by 

regional/national/transnational measures. 

 

Agri-Environmental Schemes are applied on the whole territory but their weakness (especially outside 

nature reserves) is that they are not mandatory and are not long-term measures (they can be stopped 

after 5 years). 

 

The circulation of relevant information is not always optimal between services. 

 

Solutions and opportunities 

- Wherever possible (military camps for example) habitats must be re-created on soils that are still humid 

and sufficiently poor in nutrients. Various Life projects also include the restoration or at least the 

acquisition of land plots where the habitat still occurs (LIFE “prairies bocagères”, LIFE “Herbages”). 

 

- Improved coordination between administrative departments dealing with the concerned topics 

(nature,agriculture...) and more efficient transmission of information would allow a gain in habitat 

protection. 

 

Cross cutting issues 

Nitrogen deposit is a major problem in this very sensitive habitat that can only be solved by very general 

(regional, national, transnational) policies. 

 

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

parcels before they get lost by intensification. 

 

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

the legislation and to suggest them plans to reconcile the financial health of their farm and the species-

rich grasslands. Nevertheless there is still a need to raise awareness among landowners concerning the 

great fragility of the habitat. 

 

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). 
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Furthemore, 2 current LIFE projects include the protection and the good management of this habitat in 

their objectives (LIFE “prairies bocagères” and LIFE “Herbages”). Interesting experiments have been 

conducted in the Lorraine region to re-create 6410 grassland on marginal forest plots (conifers) beside 

very species-rich grasslands, using hay products and re-seeding of locally harvested meadows. This is 

only possible where the soil is sufficiently nutrient-poor to avoid rapid competition by faster-growing 

grasses. 

 

All these initiatives try to improve the interconnectivity of this very patchily distributed habitat and to 

increase its surfaces. 

 

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=4297 (Bocages) 

 

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=2917 (plateau des Tailles) 

 

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

d=2916 (camps militaires) 

 



Natura 2000 Seminars – Continental 
   5 

 May, 2015 

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

d=2469 (Saint-Hubert) 

 

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

d=1992 (Haute-Meuse) 

 

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) 

 


