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A Race to Protect Europe’s Natural Heritage 
 WWF European Snapshot Report on the Status of Implementation  

of the Habitats Directive  
 

BELGIUM 
Score: 16/30 

 
 
I.  Legal Aspects of Implementation                      

 
Score: 5/9 
 

 
Transposition:  To what extent has the Habitats Directive been transposed into national or regional law?  
 
Good/complete 
transposition   

3 

Some gaps remaining
   

2 

Key/major gaps 
remaining  

1 

Failure to transpose 
   

0 

In the Walloon Region, the draft Decree transposing the Habitats Directive is incomplete in several ways: 
- Articles 3 and 10: no measures as far as the connectivity of the sites is concerned, nor the ecological 

network. 
- Article 4: still gaps in the list of sites. 
- Article 6: no transposition of § 3 and 4: lack of management, conservation and rehabilitation 

procedures, etc (in most cases conservation measures do not go beyond existing ones for sites which 
were already protected under national legislation). 

- Article 16: measures considered to be too lenient as far as the derogations are concerned. On the 
contrary, the drafts of the Fauna  (Article 12) and Flora (Article 13) Decrees are generally satisfactory.  

 
In the Flanders region, the Habitats Directive has been partially transposed by the Nature decree of 1997. 
However, there are several gaps: some articles of the Directive haven’t been transposed, the proposed sites 
haven’t been published in the Belgian Bulletin of Acts, Orders and Decrees (so they are not opposable 
to third parties), and there is no integration of the Directive’s aims into other legislation. The Region is 
working hard to meet all European Commission’s requirements put forward in the reasoned opinion. 
 
 
Complaints in Progress at the European level: How significant are current Commission complaints in 
progress against your Member State? 
 
No outstanding 
complaints  

3 

Some complaints not 
yet dealt  with        

2 

Significant complaints 
not yet dealt with       

 1 

Decisions of the ECJ not 
yet dealt with      

  0 

The Belgian state has received a formal notice and a reasoned opinion for incomplete transposition (1 July 
1999), plus a formal notice for an incomplete site designation process (23 July 1999). There are several 
outstanding complaints concerning sites such as the Kalmthout Heather and the Zwarte Beek Valley and, in 
addition, an important case concerning the Antwerp port expansion plans which threaten valuable tidal 
ecosystems. 
 
 
Member State Response to Complaints: How adequate do you consider your Member State´s response to 
Commission complaints to be? 
 
Good response at stage 
of Letter of formal 
notice  

3 

Response before case 
was referral to the ECJ
            

 2 

Response only after ECJ 
case decided  
 

1 

No response                     
 
 

0 
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Shortly after receiving the reasoned opinion, the Flemish region approved an action plan, working out 
solutions for all shortcomings in implementation. Furthermore, an additional list of sites was approved by 
the Government in May 2001. 
 
The Walloon Region swiftly reacted following the reasoned opinion from the Commission (12 February 
2000) and developed a draft for a Decree aimed at transposing the Directive. However, the Walloon Region 
has not yet made substantial improvements in the designation of sites. 
 
 
II. Protecting Habitats and Species 
 

 
Score: 6/12 

 
Natura 2000: How adequate is the list of proposed Natura 2000 sites for the protection of habitats and 
species? 
 
coherent national 
network             

 3 

more than 50 % 
sufficient          

  2 

less than 50 % sufficient 
  

1 

no list submitted 
  

 0 

The Flemish region proposed 38 sites, representing 102,000 ha (7% of the territory), taking into account the 
WWF Shadow List sites. The total proposal should be sufficient to guarantee the good conservation status 
of all habitats and species of the Directive occurring in Belgium. During the scientific preparation process, 
the Region based its work on an ecosystem approach. This has created a network, as coherent as possible, 
(taking into account the high population and infrastructure density). 
 
In the Walloon Region however, only one list of 22,000 ha has been adopted until now, which covers a mere 
1.3% of the Region’s territory. In addition, many sites are isolated and of restricted size, no rehabilitation 
areas have been foreseen and no buffer areas included or connecting corridors considered. There is one large 
site of 17,000 ha within territorial waters (a federal competence) and 3 sites within the Brussels region. 
 
 
Natura 2000:  How does your Member State score on the putting in place of management measures? 

 (Article 6) 
 
All of the above 
measures have been 
adequately addressed   

3 

Some of the measures 
have been adequately 
addressed  

2 

Very few measures are 
being addressed or are 
in place        

     1 

Measures are non-
existent               
 

0 

In the Flanders region, no conservation measures have been implemented yet, but 9 pilot projects for the 
development of nature vision plans for Natura 2000 sites have been started up. There is an obligation to 
carry out environmental assessments for actions within the proposed sites, but this is not obligatory for 
the administration. 
 
In the Walloon Region, none of the management measures is specific to Natura 2000, as most of the sites 
proposed were already protected in one way or another. Sites that were not protected before the proposal for 
Natura 2000 were put on a back-up list of properties on a provisional basis. 
 
 
Protection of species byond Natura 2000: How adequate are non-site based measures for the protection 
of species?  

(Article 12, 13,14 and 16) 
 

All of the requirements 
have been adequately 
addressed 
  

3 

Some of the of the 
requirements have 
been adequately 
addressed   

2 

Very few of the 
requirements are being 
addressed or are in place
  

1 

Efforts to address the 
requirements are non-
existent  
  

0 

In the Flanders Region, most species are very well protected by law (on paper), and derogations are not 
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possible without special permits. For certain species in the Annexes of the Directive, species protection 
plans have been or are being developed. However, the plans do not appear to be creating the desired level 
of conservation.  The results are limited, but they might have been useful in the site designation process. 
Many protected species listed in Annex II or IV are still under serious threat. There is little monitoring 
activity. Monitoring is only compulsory within recognised nature reserves. Three pilot projects on 
monitoring mechanisms are being prepared. 
 
In the Walloon Region, apart from the two draft Fauna and Flora Decrees that include more species than the 
Annexes of the Directive, nothing has been developed for species protection beyond the Natura 2000 sites. 
No connecting corridors have been proposed either. 
 
 
Complementary measures: Is your Member State giving adequate attention to complementary measures, 
such as for research, planning and species reintroduction?  

(Articles 10,11,18 and 22) 
 
Good effort to 
implement 
complementary 
measures      

   3 

Mixed effort to 
implement 
complementary 
measures              

2 

Poor effort to 
implement 
complementary 
measures            

 1 

No effort to implement 
complementary 
measures             
 

0 

In the Flanders Region, pilot projects for the development of visionary plans for nine Natura 2000 sites have 
been started up. They will provide very valuable experience about methodologies and problems being faced 
in the field. Cross-border research is also being undertaken for transboundary landscapes along the 
border with the Netherlands. Due to a slow transposition process, no planning and sectoral integration 
measures exist yet (but these are being prepared). 
 
In the Walloon Region, research and monitoring are not at all sufficiently supported. Moreover, integration 
of the conservation goals included in the Habitats Directive is insufficient or non-existent, as far as 
important sectors such as agriculture, silviculture, land planning, water policy, etc. are concerned. 
 
 
III.   Putting Plans into Practice 

 
Score: 5/9 
 

 
Finance: Is your government devoting adequate human and financial resources to implementation of the 
Directive? 
 
Significant additional 
resources dedicated to 
implementation  
of the Directive  

3 

Some additional 
resources dedicated 
 
 

2 

Very few additional 
resources dedicated 
 
 

1 

No additional resources 
dedicated   
 
 

0 

In the Flanders Region, for some sites, which are Special Protection Areas under the Birds Directive and 
sometimes also proposed Sites of Community Interest under the Habitats Directive, estimations of the total 
cost of the management plans have been made. However, no further studies have been conducted.  The 
government considers that the budgets foreseen are large enough to absorb the extra costs of the Natura 
2000 network. The Region has already launched two large-scale LIFE projects (on the Scheldt River and on 
the West Coast). Additional efforts are being made to purchase land. Extra subsidies have been foreseen for 
certain activities within Natura 2000 sites, ie for land purchase by NGOs, leisure restrictions for farmers and 
projects linked to community based nature development plans. 
 
In the Walloon Region, the costs of implementing the Directive have been estimated.  In spite of this, the 
budget allocated to this task remains insufficient.  WWF considers that this budget should be at least three 
times higher.  Human resources are also inadequate, especially considering the how far behind the Walloon 
Region is when it comes to implementation. Moreover, the Walloon Region is only rarely taking advantage 
of the European Funds available. 
 



 4

 
Information and Awareness Raising: Is your government doing enough to provide information and raise 
awareness about Natura 2000 and biodiversity conservation? 
 
Good information and 
awareness raising 
activities       

   3 

Some good activities
   
 

2 

Few information and 
awareness raising 
activities 

                   1 

No information and 
awareness raising 
activities  

0 

In the Flanders Region, not enough practical effort has been made in support of this aim. The Minister has, 
however, granted a large-scale communication campaign at the local level, to be organised by WWF and 
Natuurreservaten vzw. In addition, some information sessions have been organised for certain economic or 
administrative target groups. A section of the website of the Institute for Nature Conservation has been 
developed to provide information on selected sites.  
 
The Walloon website of the Fauna, Flora and Habitat Observatory includes a range of information on Natura 
2000, as well as a map of the designated sites. Moreover, an information campaign is planned, including the 
publication of a general brochure, radio and television broadcasts, an itinerant exhibition, etc.  However, 
these will most probably not provide answers to the many practical questions posed by stakeholders. For this 
reason, WWF believes that a more detailed and specifically targeted awareness raising campaign should be 
organised. 
 
 
Stakeholder Participation: Is your government doing enough to involve stakeholders and the general 
public in the Natura 2000 process? 
 
Significant amount of 
effort to consult 
stakeholders + public  

 3 

Good efforts to consult 
stakeholders + public 
 

2 

Limited efforts of 
consult stakeholders + 
public   

1 

No consultations with 
stakeholders + public 
 

0 

Flemish NGOs were consulted during the site selection process, but not in a very systematic or organised 
way. The input of other institutes and administrations has been asked for, but there has not been any 
consultation with local stakeholders. 
 
In the Walloon Region, several parties (including NGOs) were not adequately consulted. However, the 
NGOs have provided the Walloon Region with their in-depth analysis. This co-operation has mainly been the 
result of NGO initiatives. The Walloon Region is now planning to initiate a consultation procedure which 
risks undermining the Directive’s conservation objectives. The character of this procedure could result in an 
imbalance of power in the Conservation Commissions, responsible for the management plans, with too little 
consideration given to environmental interests. 
 
 
IV.  Political Will  
 
In your opinion, has there been a change in political will or momentum in your Member State around 
implementation of the Directive? Describe the current political climate surrounding the Directive if you 
can. 
 
The Flemish Institute for Nature Conservation, the regional nature administration and the Minister for the 
Environment (green party) are very supportive and have made great efforts for site designation. In the 
Flemish Region the total list of sites should guarantee the conservation status of all habitats and species. 
However, this has been a tiresome task. The liberals (VLD-party) are less enthusiastic.  Much effort has also 
been given to meeting transposition requirements. These have yet to be completed.  
 
The Walloon Region has made significant efforts to make up for the delay in implementation, which was 
mostly due to the inaction of the former Walloon government.  A remarkable amount of work has been 
performed as far as the transposition of the Directive is concerned.  The pressures form the Commission 
probably had a major impact on the attitude of the Walloon government.  However, often the challenge of 
transforming words into action remains. 
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V. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
 
Realisation of the Natura 2000 network coincides well with the plan to set up a Flemish Ecological 
Network (VEN) - the site designation process will be similar (though it will use different criteria) and it will 
be complementary. The necessary budgets can be provided through the existing conservation budgets and the 
management plans will be based on integrated, visionary plans valuable for both networks. A government 
communication will be needed to explain the requirements of this integrated vision. 
 
However, WWF has some concern as to whether the Flemish administration and its outposted services 
will be able to cope with the enormous task of realising this integrated vision in a region where there is 
a very high competition for land. The administration will have to make optimal use of the strong presence 
of nature conservation NGOs to realise the plans in the field.  
 
In spite of recent efforts to make up for the delay, the Walloon Region has not made enough practical 
progress. More efforts still need to be made, especially on site designation, the transposition and integration 
of Natura 2000 into other sectors and legislation, funding and human resources. The Walloon Region is the 
largest and least densely populated region of the country, with the largest areas of fairly unspoiled 
habitats. It makes up a very important part of Belgian biodiversity and has a special responsibility in 
this field. It should thus strive to intensify current efforts.   
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