
The Bay of Heist, the Beacon Meadows, the Sashul 
and the Clay Pits of Heist make up the Green Belt 
Heist-West. Even in the shadows of a growing world 
port, there are opportunities for the experience of 
real nature and the development of rare nature!

THE BAY OF HEIST
Those who see only sea and sand when thinking about our 
beaches should definitely pay a visit to the Bay of Heist. The 
area was given the title beach reserve in 1997: it is a particularly 
handsome ‘green beach’ of 50 hectares with wide beach plains, 
dunes, mud flats and tidal marshes. In the beginning of the 
70s, this beach was still terribly narrow. That changed between 
1977 and 1985, when the eastern longitudinal embankment of 
the Zeebrugge outport was built. A partially natural, partially 
artificial, deposition of silt and sand in this lee appeared to be 
an involuntary but nevertheless very beautiful consequence of 
the port works.

As a plaything of sea and wind, the landscape of the Bay of 
Heist is constantly changing. Here you will find a very rich 
belt of seaweed strings, shells, driftwood, etc., washed ashore. 
This so-called tidemark is regularly cleaned at other beaches, 
but it is left in the Bay of Heist. Precisely these tidemarks 
constitute the vital substrate for the germination of seeds 
washed ashore. Pioneer plants such as sea rocket and sea 
sandwort hold the sand that washes ashore and make sure 
that new species such as sand couch can grow. Sand couch 
is not just any type of grass: it is wonderfully halotolerant and 
turns the blowing sand into low dunes. 
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After stabilisation, the typical low-growing species such as 
goldmoss stonecrop and rue-leaved saxifrage give colour 
to the dunes, interspersed with sturdier plants such as 
sea holly, sea spurge and western salsify. When storms or 
spring tides make the sea water penetrate deeply into the 
dunes, a special environment of salt and fresh, wet and dry, 
is created where species such as sea aster, sea milkwort and 
herbaceous seepweed grow.

Dune, mud flat and tidal marsh exert a particular attraction 
on many bird species. The dunes, for instance, constitute 
the breeding ground and habitat of rare songbirds such as 
crested lark, meadow pipit and northern wheatear. Kentish 
plover, great ringed plover and little tern brood on the beach, 
rich in shells. Regulars throughout the year are common 
shelduck and common pied oystercatcher. The latter species 
uses its long bill in sand and silt to find lugworms and bivalve 
molluscs such as cockles. 

Nearby, but even further inland, lie the Clay Pits of Heist 
consisting of about 22 hectares of natural beauty. In this 
historical landscape of polder meadows revealing many 
microreliefs, the vast reed land stands out in particular, 
separating the centrally situated puddles from the meadows. 
The Clay Pits of Heist have earned their name. From the 
Middle Ages onward, it is here that the population dug peat 
and extracted clay. Extractions in the period from 1950 to 1970 
gave shape to the many shallow puddles, grown over with vast 
reed marshes.

THE CLAY PITS OF HEIST

SASHUL AND THE BEACON 
MEADOWS
The landscape between Heist and Zeebrugge is characterised 
by sharp contrasts. On the landside of the coastal road, low 
meadows and puddles around the old beacon of Heist, the 
Beacon Meadows, stand out in stark contrast to a piece 
of land that has been raised by more than five metres, the 
Sashul. 

Common reed and great hairy willowherb grow around 
the Beacon Meadows puddles, whereas the grassland 
situated a little higher is covered with crested dog’s-tail and 
meadow barley. Species such as the water rail, reed warbler 
and bluethroat brood in the area. In winter and during the 
migration season, lenses may spot the common snipe from 
time to time. 

The raised ground of the Sashul consists mainly of sand rich 
in shells and is thus very similar to the soil of young coastal 
dunes rich in lime. The shallow dips are mostly flooded in 
winter and spring, but stand clear of the water in late summer. 
You will find pioneer vegetation there such as knotted 
pearlwort, branching centaury and seaside brookweed but 
also more halophile species such as strawberry clover. The 
grasslands are given a yellow colour by common bird’s-
foot trefoil and greater yellow-rattle. The Sashul is also a 
pole of attraction for waders such as little ringed plover, 
common redshank, oystercatcher and northern lapwing, 
while woodcock and jack snipe are loyal winter visitors. In 
the thickets and bushes, you will frequently spot songbirds 
that are travelling through or lost. 

The boggy pasture with its many ditches and puddles is at 
least just as valuable. The brackish groundwater rises from 
the shallow layers of peat. Dry bulges alternate with wet dips 
and thus create a microrelief. High and dry, you will come 
across crested dog’s-tail and bulbous buttercup whereas the 
low and wet areas display halotolerant species such as salt 
sandspurry and strawberry clover. Some places also have 
real tidal marsh species such as one-flowered glasswort and 
saltmarsh alkaligrass. 

Many birds appreciate the environment. Bluethroat and 
western marsh-harrier like it here. Coastal birds and 
meadow birds such as pied avocet, common redshank, 
northern lapwing and black-tailed godwit find food or a 
breeding ground there. You do not have to be an experienced 
ornithologist to enjoy the beautiful song of the reed warbler 
or reed bunting. 
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HOW TO GET THERE AND 
HOW TO EXPLORE IT?
The Bay of Heist can be found at the western end of the 
sea dyke in Heist. The Sashul and the Beacon Meadows 
are situated between the Elizabethlaan and the Gustaaf Van 
Nieuwenhuysestraat and the Clay Pits are best reached via 
the Moerstraat.

For those travelling by public transportation, you can 
take the train to the station of Heist. From there, you can 
reach the Sashul via the Stationsplein and the Gustave Van 
Nieuwenhuysestraat. From here, the pedestrian bridge will 
take you safely across the Elizabethlaan to the sea dyke. 
The Coast Tram tramstops “Dijk” or “Heldenplein” are also 
nearby.

For cyclists: these nature reserves are situated between 
junction 36 and junction 38 of the cycling network “Brugse 
Ommeland”. 
The nature in the Bay of Heist is highly vulnerable. During 
the breeding season (from 1 April to 31 July included), the 
nature reserve is only accessible on the central footpath and 
the log path along the “Strekdam”. Outside of the breeding 
season, the area is also freely accessible for walkers in the 
beach zone. The Sashul and the Clay Pits are freely accessible 
on the footpaths. The bird hides offer wonderful views.

FURTHER INFORMATION
Agency for Nature and Forests West Flanders
Jacob van Maerlantgebouw
Koning Albert I-laan 1/2 bus 74, 8200 Brugge (Sint-Michiels)
Tel. 050 24 77 40 - E-mail wvl.anb@vlaanderen.be
Web www.natuurenbos.be
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