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Conservation and management of continental woodlands and forest in Belgium 

 

Contributor 
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Habitat(s): 

9110 - Luzulo-Fagetum beech forests 
9160 - Sub-Atlantic and medio-European oak or oak-hornbeam forests of the Carpinion 
betuli 
9180 - Tilio-Acerion forests of slopes, screes and ravines 
91D0 - Bog woodland 
91E0 - Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-Padion, Alnion 
incanae, Salicion albae) 
91F0 - Riparian mixed forests of Quercus robur, Ulmus laevis and Ulmus minor, Fraxinus 
excelsior or Fraxinus angustifolia, along the great rivers (Ulmenion minoris) 
 

Biogeographical region: 

Continental 
 

Member state: 

Belgium 
 

Region(s) (if applicable): 

Wallonia 
 

Issues and pressures 

For all Walloon forest habitats, the main identified pressures are: 
- B02 and B07 : Forest and Plantation management, use & other forest activities; in particular removal of 
dead and dying trees, monospecific plantations, species composition reduction, structure simplification 
for production purpose, removal of trees with high biological interest but a low economic value or soil 
compaction due to the increasing mechanization of logging 
- F03.01.01 : damage caused by game to forest regeneration, to flora and to fauna. 
- G05.07 : missing conservation measures : legal measures and incentives exist now to improve 
biodiversity in forest habitats (in public properties and Natura 2000 network), but most of them are quite 
recent and do not have yet a large impact on the conservation status ; and they do not address all 
pressures and the whole territory. 
- I01 : invasive alien species, especially for riparian habitats, such as 91E0 and 91F0 
- J02 (For wet forest habitats, such as 9160, 91D0, 91E0 or 91F0) - human induced changes in hydraulic 
conditions, in particular soil drainage. Digging new drains is not a common activity, but old drainage 
systems still have heavy consequences on the habitats functions and species composition. 
As concerns threats (future), most of pressures mentioned above will probably go on, but with lower 
density in public properties and in Natura 2000 sites, at least as concerns B02, B07 (partim), G05.07 and 
J02. 
 
Other pressures might remain at the same level or increase, such as game pressure or soil compaction, 
but efficient legal measures could prevent this. Invasive alien species are also very difficult to control in 
riparian habitats and their extension might go on too. 



Natura 2000 Seminars – Continental 
   2 

 May, 2015 

 
Future threats also include: 
- Other items under B02, especially the growing demand for wood-energy, which could cause the 
removal of more living and dead wood than current logging activities. Another threat under B02 is the 
transformation of some indigenous forests (outside Natura 2000 sites) into coniferous plantations in 
order to enhance wood production.  
- M01 : climate change - change in abiotic conditions on the long term, especially droughts for tree 
species such as Fagus sylvatica in some parts of the territory 
- K04.03 : introduction and development of disease (microbial pathogens), especially the development of 
ash (Fraxinus excelsior) disease. 
 

Conservation requirements 

In forests, the good conservation status is in many aspects close to naturality. The creation of integrally 
protected areas in different and representative parts of the territory would thus allow to create a 
network of high biological value habitats, as natural processes can occur without anthropogenic activities 
disturbing them. These integrally protected areas should be located in ancient indigenous forest areas 
(according to historic maps), already contain big living and dead trees of biological interest and, where 
possible, already be the habitat of endangered or rare forest species. 
 
But forests have important economic and social roles, and most of the forests will remain multi-
functional and contribute, among others, to wood production. 
 
Measures that should ideally be applied in most parts of the territories are: 
- The generalization (including outside Natura 2000 sites) of biodiversity-friendly measures, such as 
maintaining a certain density of big dead wood and of trees of biological interest. 
- A better regulation of mechanized logging in order to prevent further soil compaction 
- Early detection and eradication of new invasive alien species  
- Promotion of close-to-nature forest management in indigenous forests (e.g. vertical structure, natural 
regeneration with adapted ecotypes, natural tree species mix), in order to minimize the potential impact 
of biotic (e.g. disease) and abiotic (e.g. climate change) pressures and to maximize biodiversity. 
- Identification and implementation of an adapted level (that should not be exceeded) of game density 
causing no damage to the ecosystem.  
- Ensuring close-to-nature regeneration of oak forests, in order to avoid in the long term an important 
diminution of some big dimension classes for this tree species and diminution of population for the many 
oak-related species. 
 
In terms of restoration, a focus should be set on wet habitats, which have undergone in the past 
important reduction of their surfaces and connectivity: 
- Restoration of hydraulic conditions in habitats degraded by drainage.  
- Transformation of coniferous plantations with low economical return on wet soils. 
- Restoration of the connexion of riparian forests along the hydraulic network, through transformation of 
exotic stands and/or through plantations of indigenous tree lines in agricultural landscape. 
 

Conservation management 

Legal measures in Natura 2000 sites and in public properties: 
- Leaving an amount of at least 2 big dead trees/ha 
- Leaving at least 0,5 living tree of biological interest/ha 
- Creation of conservation "islands" (with no logging) on at least 3 % of indigenous forest surface 
- Interdiction to create or to maintain a drainage system in various situations 
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- Interdiction of coniferous plantations or forestry activities favouring coniferous on a width of 12 meters 
(or more in specific situations) along water courses 
 
Through legal instruments, in Natura 2000 sites, it is also forbidden or subject to authorization to: 
- Modify the ground relief 
- Apply fertilizers 
- Remove the tree stumps and destroy wood debris 
- Transform indigenous forests into exotic plantations 
- Proceed to large-size clearcuttings in indigenous forests 
- Proceed to any kind of clearcutting and/or to harvesting in the rarest and priority forest habitats 
- Harvest big trees during the nesting period 
 
The real implementation and the effect of these measures on biodiversity will have to be checked in the 
future. 
 
A legal text determines indemnities and subsidies linked to the above-mentioned measures in Natura 
2000 sites, and to other habitats restoration actions. In this framework, some active restorations of 
forest habitats already took place in private properties (22 ha, 20 projects, incl. riparian forests), with the 
help of the “NatagriWal” structure. 
 
Public forest management plans also have to identify areas where conservation is the priority role. 
Guidelines for biodiversity management in public properties are also included in the “circulaire 
biodiversité”. 
 
Furthermore, several Life projects which took place in Walloon high plateaus have enabled the 
restoration of hundreds of peaty and semi-peaty forest habitats. 
 

Species specific management: 

Yes 
 
- The (re)creation of well-structured forest edges, constituting the hunting habitat of bat species ; 
- The limitation or interdiction of logging activities during the nesting period of birds, particularly in sites 
where a protected species has been actually observed. 
- The identification of nesting and hibernation sites for the rarest forest bats species, in order to avoid 
the logging of trees with cavity in sites where bat nests have been identified, especially during 
hibernation and during the breeding period. 
- For Bonasa bonasia, the maintenance of coppice system in areas where the species is present. 
- For most species, other management measures converge with general management requirements of 
the Annex I habitats, especially the need to have a sufficient amount of big living and dead trees (mostly 
indigenous), and the need for a diversified vertical structure of indigenous forests (well-developed 
undergrowth). 
 

A104 Bonasa bonasia 
A238 Dendrocopos medius 
A236 Dryocopus martius 
A234 Picus canus 
1083 Lucanus cervus 
1308 Barbastella barbastellus 
1323 Myotis bechsteini 
Other Chiroptera species (hunting habitats in forests or forest edges) 
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Barriers and bottlenecks 

Despite the growing recognition of the multifunctional role of forests, many barriers and bottlenecks 
stem from the apparent difficulty to conciliate biodiversity-related measures with a sufficient (in quantity 
and quality) and easy wood production for the potential buyers and the industrial sector: 
- The current demand on exotic wood is quite strong. Combined with the faster wood production of 
coniferous trees (compared to broadleaved species), it may cause in the future transformation of 
“unproductive” natural forests into exotic plantations outside Natura 2000 sites. 
- Even-aged and monospecific tree plantations are still often seen as the most effective and rentable way 
to produce wood by some landowners, with a logging age much shorter than natural trees longevity ; in 
this context, biodiversity-related measures (conservation of dead wood and old trees, diversified species 
composition and structure) are sometimes considered as a constraint reducing the production capacity 
of forests. 
- Logging is strongly mechanized and rules and constraints to prevent soil compaction during logging may 
cause a reduction of the purchase price of tree stands. 
- Recently, the demand on energy-wood started to grow and is sometimes encouraged for climate-
change purposes and/or during energy crises. This may cause the removal of more material from the 
forest in the future and the reduction of micro-habitats (structure degradation) and of forest fertility 
(functions degradation). 
- Another major bottleneck is the major income coming from hunting lease, which makes it difficult to 
have appropriate game management (game density reduction), leading to high populations that do not 
allow natural functioning (pressure on natural trees regeneration, on species composition) of the 
ecosystem. 
 
The above-mentioned bottlenecks also result from the fact that other major roles of forests (ecological, 
social) do not provide any direct source of income (except compensations for loss of income in Natura 
2000 sites) to landowners. 
 
Furthermore, another general obstacle to implement management measures is the important share of 
forests (such as habitats 9110 and 91E0) outside the Natura 2000 network. Indeed Natura 2000 sites 
cannot include all individuals of these habitats, which are either common or widespread throughout the 
country. And biodiversity-related legal measures, restoration projects and incentives mostly apply to 
Natura 2000 sites or public properties, while conservation status has to be reached at the 
biogeographical level (in- and outside Natura 2000 sites). 
 

Solutions and opportunities 

- Assessment of real return on investment of forestry activities (drainage, plantations...) in marginal 
contexts with high biodiversity value (e.g. wet soils, high slopes...) and communication on it, in order to 
avoid biodiversity-damaging wood production in these areas 
- Socio-economic assessment of ecosystem services coming from different kinds of forests ; 
communication on multi-benefit aspects of natural (indigenous, multi-specific...) forests, including the 
low level of financial investment for wood production, climate-change adaptation and mitigation, 
opportunities (for municipalities) to develop eco-tourism (aesthetical and social value), etc. 
- Communication and/or research related to the long-term consequences of soil compaction and high 
game density on both biodiversity and economical aspects (such as wood production, stands stability...) 
- Assessment of the risks (for biodiversity and fertility) linked to some concrete climate-change policies, 
including the development of a large scale energy-wood sector ; more synergy between climate-change 
and biodiversity policies, at all levels 
- Establish a policy (communication, subsidies and incentives) for the development of biodiversity-
friendly actions in private properties outside the Natura 2000 network. 
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Cross cutting issues 

- Stakeholders involvement, due to the apparent conflict between economy and biodiversity measures. 
- Climate change, which may affect in the long term the distribution of key species, and hence the habitat 
structure (especially for forest habitats) ; also the insufficient synergy between biodiversity and climate 
change mitigation/adaptation policies  
- Invasive alien species, whose development can endanger native species and change the habitats 
structure and functions. 
- Acidification/eutrophication through air deposits. 
 

Lessons learned / best practice 

Habitats 9190 and 91D0* have been restored in Wallonia on hydromorphic and peaty soils through 5 Life 
projects (Saint-Hubert, Plateau des Tailles, Croix-Scaille, Hautes-Fagnes, Haute-Lomme) in Continental 
high plateaus. 
 
In these Life projects, clear cuttings have been made in 1790 ha of exotic coniferous plantations, using 
tree branches and trunks to protect the soil from the machinery. Ancient drainage networks have then 
been neutralized. In terms of forest habitats, the objective was the restoration of 360 ha of broadleaved 
woods (300 ha of priority habitat 91D0*, 60 ha of habitat 9190), 235 ha being protected from game by 
fences. Methods of restoration included spontaneous broadleaved trees recolonization, plantations and 
seedlings. On the other side, the removal of (exotic) coniferous seedlings is scheduled every 5 years. 
Thanks to natural dynamics, the final surface of broadleaved forests restored in the 5 Life projects areas 
will surely exceed 360 ha. 
 

Opportunities for joint action 

- Research, communication, capacity-building on trans-boundary problems, such as ash disease or 
invasive alien species management. 
- Exchange of experiences on stakeholder involvement. 
- Creation of trans-boundary habitats networks along national/regional borders 
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