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With the Life+ project Most-Keiheuvel: nature restora-
tion on the gradient from fen to shifting sand’, a boost 
was given to nature in the Kempen region in the mu-
nicipality of Balen. The main objective of the project 
was to restore a number of European protected habitat 
types, such as inland dunes, heathland, quaking bog 
and domestic deciduous forests. A number of fish-mi-
gration bottlenecks (places that are difficult for fish to 
pass) have been tackled. The recreation infrastructure 
of the area was also improved, with respect for nature. 
Various partners are giving their support to this project: 
Nature and Forests of the Flemish government, the Inte-
grated Water Policy Department of the Province of Ant-
werp, Kempen Landscape non-profit organisation and 
Zuiderkempen Forest Group non-profit organisation.

Top European nature under pres-
sure
Most-Keiheuvel is an area of around 540 hectares, situ-
ated along the upper reaches of the Grote Nete in Balen. 
What is special about this area is the combination of 
two totally different nature cores that merge seamlessly. 
The Most is an extremely wet valley area, while the Kei-
heuvel, which is at a higher altitude, is characterised by 
dry open inland dunes. These nature cores merge into 
each other via an extremely rich ecological gradient. 

Approximately half of the project area, some 250 hec-
tares, consists entirely of nutrient-poor, dry sandy soil. 
The open inland dunes have dominated the scene for 
centuries. The toponym ‘Keiheuvel’ is apparently de-
rived from the boulders that came to the surface fol-
lowing sand drifts. From the end of the 19th century 
onwards, the degree of afforestation steadily increased. 
By the end of the 20th century, large stretches of the 
Keiheuvel were forested and the drifting sand, with the 
exception of a core behind the airport, was a thing of 
the past. The typical inland-dune landscape and the 
species associated with it were in danger of being lost.

The Most depression is a fairly flat, wet depression that 
has long been known as an impenetrable marsh. At-
tempts have been made here and there to reclaim this 
marshland as hayfields, but without much success. The 
cultivation of hay was extremely labour-intensive and 
was abandoned in the wettest stretches during the sec-
ond half of the previous century. Since the area has 
never been suitable for intensive agriculture, the typi-
cal wet grassland and fens vegetation are still relative-
ly well preserved. In recent decades, however, several 
plots have been forested with species such as Norway 

spruce, and other plots have, with the disappearance 
of mowing management, spontaneously forested with 
black alder and willow. This has threatened the contin-
ued existence of the characteristic fen landscape.

The valley area has a complex water balance. Three im-
portant waterways run through the valley. From north 
to south these are the Kleine Hoofdgracht, the Grote 
Hoofdgracht and the Mostgracht. The two main ca-
nals are located near the edge, while the Mostgracht is 
centrally located in the depression. Since the habitats 
present are highly dependent on the water balance, it 
is essential to understand the hydrology and where nec-
essary to redress this in order to give vulnerable vegeta-
tion every opportunity to develop.

The waterways are also home to various rare breeds of 
fish, such as the brook lamprey and the burbot. The up-
per reaches of the Grote Nete, to which the waterways 
in the area belong, were for a long time the last bastions 
for the brook lamprey. The burbot has been successfully 
reintroduced here during the last decade. Both species 
are benefiting from good water quality and interaction 
between stream and valley. Various weirs and other 
obstacles in the project area make free fish migration 
impossible and prevent the fish from making full use of 
the available habitat.

The woods in the Most Keiheuvel area extend over the 
entire gradient from dry to wet. On the inland dunes, 
they are interlaced with open sand. In the transition 
area they form a mosaic of species-rich grasslands and 
locally dry and humid heathland, and in the marsh, they 
merge seamlessly with the fens. The forests currently 
consist largely of monotonous pine stocks, and there 
are local clumps of Corsican pine and Norway spruce 
as primary tree species. There are only a few areas of 
well-developed deciduous woods, with the exception of 
the carrs in the marsh. If the ecological value of these 
forests is to be increased, conversion will prove neces-
sary. Black cherry often entirely dominates the under-
growth locally in the drier woods. This invasive exotic 
species is a threat to the indigenous forest flora and 
this means control measures are required.

Despite the fact that many habitats are under pres-
sure, there are still unique values and high potential 
in the area. That is why the area as a whole has been 
included in the European Natura 2000 network. With 
this network, the European Union wants to protect 
and connect nature and biodiversity in Europe. The ar-
eas that are part of the Natura 2000 network are thus 
designated as Special Protection Areas (SPAs). They are 
protected by the European Bird and Habitats Directive. 

LIFE+ MOST-KEIHEUVEL NATURE RESTORATION
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The LIFE Fund was founded in 1992 to strengthen the 
Natura 2000 network. LIFE stands for ‘L’instrument 
 Financier européen pour l’Environnement’ [the Europe-
an Financial Instrument for the Environment].

The European Commission therefore decided to co- 
invest in this project via this LIFE fund. Together with 
the various partners, it provided a budget of €4,095,945 
to boost the European nature conservation values in 
the Most-Keiheuvel area.

The project area
The project area is largely part of the Natura 2000 
Habitats Directive site (SPA-H) ‘Upper course of the 
Grote Nete with Zammelsbroek, Langdonken and Goor’ 
(Code BE 2100040). This SPA-H is a valley ecosystem that 

stretches from the source to the middle course of the 
Grote Nete. The area also includes the adjacent river 
dunes and is situated largely in the province of  Antwerp. 
The project area itself covers a total of around 540 
hectares and is located in the most upstream section 
(BE 2100040-1) of the SPA-H. The area is located in the 
far south-east of the province of Antwerp in Balen. It 
is bordered to the north by the hamlet of Mol-Wezel, 
which is located in the valley of the Molse Nete, one 
of the larger upper reaches of the Grote Nete. In the 
east, it connects the area to the valuable carr complex 
of the Overmaai in Lommel. In the south, the Grote 
Hoofdgracht forms the border between the project area 
and the small-scale agricultural and nature reserve, De 
 Vennen. In the west, the wet depression also borders on 
this nature reserve. The inland dune of the Keiheuvel 
has a strong recreational character on its western 
border, with an airfield, playground, camp site, etc.
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Project aims
1. Restoration of the inland dunes
The inland dunes on the Keiheuvel are fixed over a large 
area by forestation with Scots pine, and the remaining 
open relicts are also rapidly foresting. In order to restore 
the valuable inland dune vegetation, it is necessary to 
deforest some of the land in the area. For this, the fir 
trees are felled and then the plant and herb litter is ex-
cavated. After these activities, part of the area is used 
for sheep grazing in order to retain short grassy vegeta-
tion and heather in the longer term. The objective is to 
restore almost 60 hectares of inland dune. 

2. Restoration of fen
In Most, in common with the situation on the Keiheu-
vel, the deterioration of the rare marsh habitat is due 
to intentional or spontaneous forestation. By cutting 
back some of the woody vegetation and bringing the 
terrains back under mowing management, the fen can 
restore itself. The mowing regime is tailored to the rare 
species that occur there. The restoration of some 6 hec-
tares is postulated.

3. Restoration of the hydrology
The restoration of the water balance in the area is 
crucial for the sustainable upkeep of some ground-
water-dependent vegetations. First, an extensive eco- 
hydrological study will be carried out to assess whether 
interventions are necessary, and if so which ones.

4. Restoration of indigenous forest
This largely takes place by removing non-indigenous 
species, such as black cherry. This species is a major ad-
versary to the species indigenous to the area. The forest 
will then be sustainably managed, whereby the valuable 
indigenous trees will be allowed to age.

5. Purchasing of land
Where necessary, additional land will be purchased in 
order to achieve one large, contiguous ecological net-
work.

6. Elimination of fish-migration bottlenecks
The Kleine Hoofdgracht and the Grote Nete still have 
a number of fish-migration bottlenecks. These bottle-
necks prevent fish, such as the brook lamprey, spined 
loach, common dace, common chub and burbot from 
moving freely in the watercourse. The bottlenecks are 
being tackled in this Life+ project in order to give these 
species the opportunity to find suitable habitats and 
spawning grounds. 

7. Recreational facilities
Anyone can enjoy this top nature. However, it was de-
cided to opt for for  clear recreation zones within the 
area, taking into account  which forms of recreation are 
possible and where they can be improved. For example, 
the existing wheelchair path will be extended. The aim, 
in other words, is enjoyment in a responsible way with-
out disrupting nature.

Habitat types and target species

The inland dune landscape
This landscape is mainly formed by two European 
protected habitat types:

•	 Psammophilic heather with Calluna and Genista 
(2310)

•	 Open grassland with Corynephorus and Agrostis spe-
cies on inland dunes (2330)

There are also local patches of dry heather (4030) and 
nardus grassland (6230). These vegetations form a mosaic 
with monotonous Scots pine forests. Habitat-grade oak/
birch forests (9190) are currently almost entirely absent. 
The existing inland dune relicts still accommodate some 
characteristic flora and fauna species locally. There are 
still quite a lot of lichens around, with common names 
such as Bengal Match Lichen and Snow Lichen. The 
landscape is also very popular with many wild species 
of bee, which construct their nest entrances in the 
open sand. The rare grayling butterfly still has a stable 
population in the area. The nightjar is one of the most 
unusual breeding birds in this landscape. As its name 
suggests, the bird is only active at night. During the 
day it hides, resting on a branch or low on the ground. 
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Nightjars are migratory birds, which means they are 
only here for several months of the year. They arrive 
at the beginning of May and leave again at the end of 
August. For breeding, the nightjar chooses its nesting 
site in open heather vegetation or a few metres into a 
wooded area, at the edge of a clearing. Generally, they 
seek cover from a few low trees as protection against 
natural elements and enemies. Since nightjars nest so 
close to clearings and footpaths, they are particularly 
sensitive to disturbance, for example by dogs walking 
off the leash.

The fen landscape
The most important habitats in this landscape are:

•	 Transitional and quaking bogs (7140)
•	 Carrs (91E0)

In the centre of the depression there is an extensive fen 
area. Where the typical transitional fen alternates with 

marsh-marigold grassland, nitrophilic brushwood and 
willow thickets towards the edges, the carrs increase. 
These carrs have, despite their relatively young age, a 
reasonably good ecological quality. They provide an im-
portant habitat for bird species, such as willow tit and 
spotted flycatcher.

The Most is a very wet depression which is drained by 
the Kleine and the Grote Hoofdgracht and the Most-
gracht. In recent years, many small-scale interventions 
have been carried out to restore the vegetation. With 
success, for several extremely rare plants such as pur-
ple marshlocks, bogbean and common cotton grass can 
once again be found in the area. Several rare species, 
such as the large marsh grasshopper, banded darter and 
spotted crake are also present again.

The waterways in the area also have a particularly high 
ecological value. The water quality is excellent and the 
waterways provide the habitat for several rare fish spe-
cies, such as the brook lamprey and burbot. The gold-

large marsh grasshopper - Wim Verschraegen

spotted crake - Luc Meert

banded darter - Most

European honey buzzard - Yves Adams
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en-ringed dragonfly and beautiful demoiselle have also 
been spotted here.

The transition landscape
The most important habitats in this landscape are:

•	 Oak and beech woods (9190)
•	 Species-rich meadows (6510)
•	 Nardus grasslands (6230)
•	 Dry and wet heathland (4030-4010)
•	 Fens (3130)

The area between the Keiheuvel dune complex and the 
Most depression forms a natural transition between the 
two sections. The site gradually changes from very dry 
and nutrient-poor sandy soils to very wet, slightly more 
nutrient-rich sandy soils and peat. The gradient from 
high to low and from wet to dry creates a great variety 
of habitats and species.

The woods are also primarily dominated by coniferous 

wood, but the undergrowth is often richer than on the 
inland dunes of the Keiheuvel, with alder buckthorn, 
rowan tree and wild honeysuckle along the sunlit edges 
of the forest. This also results in a more species-rich fau-
na, with species such as white admiral, pied flycatcher, 
wood warbler, etc. 

Until a decade ago, this area mainly featured thick 
woods and intensive hay meadows, but now, thanks 
to purchases and targeted management in recent years, 
there has been a considerable increase in valuable 
vegetation and species. The intensive hay meadows 
have evolved through conversion management into 
more flowery varieties with flowering daisies, bushier 
nooks and transitions to wetter areas with sedge 
vegetation. Where no intensive fertilisation has taken 
place, various types of nardus grassland once again re-
emerge. The wet-dry gradient is clearly visible in these 
vegetations too. The drier ridges are home to species 
that are suited to the inland dune vegetations, with 
fine-leaf sheep fescue, mouse-ear hawkweed, sheep’s-

round-leaved sundew - Erwin Derous
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bit and sheep’s sorrel. At the other extreme we find 
species such as round-leaved sundew, marsh gentian 
and rushes. There are also strips here and there for 
those plants that lean towards dry or wet heathland.

The locally present fens and wet depressions host a 
very diverse community of insects. The most striking 
species are the dragonflies, with types such as the 
large white-faced darter, common hawker and yellow-
spotted emerald. Kempen meadowhawks seemed to 
have recently disappeared.

Work in progress 

Restoration of the inland dunes

In order to return the characteristic inland dune 
vegetations to the desired area, a total of about 55 
hectares of inland dune have been restored. In 2013 
a start was made on the restoration of 3 hectares of 
inland dune by turfing out the very grassy purple moor 
and wavy hair-grass. This was done with the necessary 
attention for the preservation of the lichen vegetation 
and heathland relicts still present, so that a good 
relationship was created within this habitat between 
vegetation and open sand.

In 2014 and 2015, the first major inland dune restoration 
took place. In this period, around 35 hectares of 
coniferous forest and wild shoots were felled in order to 
convert them back to inland dune. After the trees were 
felled, the branch-wood and wild shoots were removed 
from the plot.

The trunks were removed and the plant litter was cut 
into turfs. This resulted in new bare soil on which the 

inland dune vegetation can develop again. By working 
on a large scale, wind is also given the necessary space 
to cause the sand to drift locally. This means the dunes 
will remain open for longer, so that less management is 
required.

In the winter of 2018-2019, an additional 17 hectares 
were restored. The method used remained the same. 
The aim here was, as far as possible, to turn the open 
spaces into a contiguous area, so that less mobile 
species, such as spiders and beetles, can move between 
the open spaces.

Restoration of the fen
In total, around 9 hectares of fen have been restored in 
various stages.

Former spruce woods were removed from two plots. 
Since Norway spruce is not a suitable species for wet 
depressions, a large proportion of these trees had 
already fallen down and was therefore very difficult to 
exploit. The restoration was a complex task because the 
woods also stood on unstable marshland. To prevent the 

turfs - Manu Vermeulen

turf plain with heathland - Lennert Damen

Restoration of fen - By Kate
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crane from sinking into the marsh, dragline bulkheads 
were used. These wooden bulkheads were placed on 
the marsh bottom so that the crane always stood on 
them. In order for the crane to move across the site, a 
bulkhead had to be taken from behind and placed in 
front again. This way, all the wood was systematically 
laid on ridges and then transported to the adjacent 
road. The trunks were also pulled out and taken away. 
High-quality logs were kept separate and shipped off 
for further processing. The remaining wood, including 
the trunks, was shredded, so that it could be used as 
biomass for energy production. The plot was levelled as 
much as possible, so that it would be easy to mow later.

On a number of other plots, the wild shoots have 
increased considerably due to the suspension of 
mowing management. A similar method was used on 
these plots as in the woods, except that the young trees 
were pulled out in their entirety and shredded. Special 
attention was paid to the management possibilities 

once the work had been completed. Where possible, the 
wild shoots were removed in such a way as to create 
turning space for mowers in slightly drier conditions, in 
order to restrict damage to the ground.

Mowing the fen
The redesigned plots were not immediately suitable for 
management. Due to the removal of the tree trunks, the 
subsoil had become so unstable that access to it was 
almost impossible. No management took place in the 
first years following the redesign. Management of the 
existing fen also proved difficult. Manual management 
with brush cutters and winches is extremely labour-
intensive and it proved impossible to use the heavier 
mowers for the management of marshes in certain 
areas of the site because the ground could not bear the 
weight Since mowing management of the sites is still 
essential, a solution was sought. It was finally found in 
the form of a Truxor amphibious vehicle.

 Truxor amphibious vehicle
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This appliance drives on land but floats in areas with 
water. Using this machine, it is possible to mow the 
entire Most depression without any significant damage 
to the vegetation or the soil. In addition, the appliance 
can be used for removing wild growth in places which 
are not easily accessible. This management method 
enables the long-term efficient management of the fens.

Restoration of the hydrology
The Most depression is home to a lot of groundwater-
dependent vegetation. To bring it to optimal condition, 
the groundwater system must be in a good state. For 
most of the vegetation present, this means that the 
water balance is as stable as possible and as close as 
possible to ground level. An eco-hydrological study was 
carried out to investigate how to achieve this state. 
This study showed that the water balance, in the centre 
of the depression, was already sufficiently constant for 
the development of transitional and quaking bogs, with 
a maximum fluctuation of approx. 20 cm annually. In 
the carrs situation further downhill, the conditions 
proved less favourable. A number of measures to adjust 
the water level here have been outlined and will be 
implemented in the years ahead.

Elimination of fish-migration bottlenecks
The eco-hydrological study also proved an important 
source of information for the execution of various 
works for eliminating the fish-migration bottlenecks. 
Before the start of the project there were a number of 
weirs on both the Kleine Hoofdgracht and the Grote 
Nete that made the free migration of (protected) fish 
species impossible. Various measures have been taken 
to solve this problem. In some places it only required 
the removal of the obstacle from the watercourse. In 
other places, more drastic measures had to be taken. 
A stone fish slipway was constructed on the Kleine 
Hoofdgracht near De Most castle, and on the Grote 
Nete, at Kerkhovensesteenweg, a new meandering 
trench was dug so that the fish could bypass the weir. 
This not only solved the bottleneck, but also created a 
new habitat for a number of species.

Controlling exotics
In large parts of the woods, the undergrowth was infested 
with black cherry. This non-native species tends to run 
wild and force domestic species such as alder buckthorn 
and mountain ash from the undergrowth. This restricts 
the natural value of the woods and imposes a premium 
on the natural transformation to habitat-worthy 

forests. To bring a halt to the advance of this species on 
the Keiheuvel, a determined plan was essential. In 2015, 
the first stage was carried out in an area of 26 hectares. 
In 2018, a second stage was undertaken, in which an 
additional 80 hectares were tackled.

Installing grazing grids
In March 2019, grazing grids were placed around a 
number of zones to facilitate sustainable management 
of the opened inland dunes in the future. Within these 
zones, the forestation and grassing that takes place 
spontaneously can be kept under control with sheep 
grazing. A total of around 4,250 m of grid was installed. 
In various locations, the grid was left open. This way, 
recreational routes could be preserved as much as 
possible. In the future, targeted blocks can be enclosed 
for grazing by using flexible nets. The demarcation of 
these areas also intends to provide quiet in these areas 
for many vulnerable breeding birds, such as nightjar, 
wood lark and tree pipit.

Zoning for recreation
The project area is a familiar recreational area in the 
province of Antwerp. The Keiheuvel in particular attracts 
many people seeking recreation. It therefore proved 
essential to balance this recreational pressure with 
the nature objectives within Life. A win-win situation 
was sought by means of targeted management of the 
visitors. In order to allow everybody to experience the 
inland dune landscape, the Life+ project provided for the 
construction of a wheelchair path to the north of the 
airfield.  This path connects a small existing loop with 
the sport and recreation area of the Keiheuvel. The path 
is embedded in the landscape, and takes into account 
the demands of the users. An area was also created 
where dogs could be allowed off the lead to roam freely 
in the wood. These facilities were intended to limit 
disturbance of the many ground-brooding bird species 
elsewhere in the area. The installation of grazing grids 
can also contribute to this. Together with the partners, 
a new accessibility scheme was drawn up for the area. 
This scheme ensures a clear zoning between the dynamic 
recreation area and low-recreation areas. Attention was 
also paid to preventing conflict situations between the 
different forms of recreation, so that everyone seeking 
recreation could be accommodated within the area.
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Monitoring
At the start of the project, little was known about 
a number of species groups. It was decided to focus 
the monitoring more on these groups, with specific 
attention for the fish and the insect fauna. In addition, 
several other species groups were monitored in order to 
assess the interventions made during the Life+ project. 
The actual impact of the project on the habitats and 
species will only become clear in the next few years 
as large-scale interventions were taking place until the 
very end of the project. The evolution of a number of 
species groups already gives some indication of what 
the results will be.

Fish
The waterways in the project area are important for a 
number of European and Flemish protected fish species, 
such as the brook lamprey and burbot, and so fish 
stocks were recorded at various locations by means of 
electro-fishing. This took place both before (2014) and 
after (2017) the construction of the fish passages on the 
Kleine Hoofdgracht and the Grote Nete.

In the Grote Nete, two sampling years (2014 and 2017) 
found 23 species of fish, 18 of which were found in 2014 
and 20 in 2017. In the Kleine Hoofdgracht a total of 13 
species were found in the two sampling years (2014 and 
2017), of which 11 in 2014 and 9 in 2017.

The first results after the elimination of the fish 
migration bottlenecks on the Grote Nete and the Kleine 
Hoofdgracht are positive. At a number of locations, 
“new” species have been encountered both upstream 
and downstream. Common dace and burbot were seen 
for the first time upstream in the Kleine Hoofdgracht 
on the stone slope at the castle. In the Grote Nete, 

silver bream, burbot, rudd, roach and gudgeon were 
all encountered upstream from the siphon under the 
Beverlo canal. Despite the fact that the partition in 
the siphon is still present, these results indicate that 
this bottleneck is passable. In addition, common dace 
(target species) was encountered in the Grote Nete in 
2017, upstream from the fish passage. The new meander, 
constructed with Life+ resources, was studied and 11 
species were encountered including ide, common dace 
and burbot.

In both investigation years and in both brooks, 
metamorphosed/adult brook lampreys were found in 
most downstream stretches. The absence of suitable 
spawning habitats at these locations suggests that the 
brook lamprey spawn upstream from these locations. 
Hopefully that will stimulate the elimination of 
migration bottlenecks that hinder upstream dispersion 
of brook lamprey. It is, however, essential that suitable 
spawning and maturing habitat is present in upstream 
stretches.

fish stock study - Lennert Damen

brook lamprey - Lennert Damen burbot - Lennert Damen
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Breeding birds
The breeding-bird monitoring was carried out by the 
forester at his own initiative and focused on several 
habitat-typical species. These were a number of species 
linked to the open inland dune habitats, primarily 
nightjar, wood lark and tree pipit. These species are clearly 
benefiting from the recent redevelopment measures. 
The number of nightjar singing stations immediately 
increased after the first major reconstruction activities. 
The numbers of tree lark and tree pager also increased 
significantly. The new open spaces, which arose thanks 
to the restoration of the inland dunes, appear to be a 
success. In the spring of 2018, even a pair of northern 
wheatears paraded for several weeks on one of the 
completed stretches, but unfortunately this did not 
result in breeding.

As far as forest birds are concerned, we can conclude 
that they have held out well, despite the extensive 
deforestation. This is also logical, since only the very 
skimpy pine tree woods were transformed into inland 
dune on the Keiheuvel. The better developed woods 
were managed further in order to make them habitat 
worthy. Both the black woodpecker and European honey 
buzzard are represented in this area by two breeding 
pairs. A newcomer since the start of the project is the 
middle-spotted woodpecker, which has benefited from tree pipit - Yves Adams

bluethroat - Luc Meert
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the ageing lane trees, many of which are already in the 
decaying stage.

An important component of the project was the 
restoration of the fen habitats. Here too the results are 
positive. Before the project, the spotted crake was an 
irregular breeding bird, but now there are at least 2 and 
possibly 3 breeding pairs. Bluethroat too continues to 
do well and this is due to the alternating fen and willow 
domes and forest edges. Because the redevelopment 
work has given the fen core a more open character, the 
lapwing and snipe have also returned to the area as 
breeding birds.

Insects and spiders
Within the Life+ project, an extensive study has been 
undertaken into the local insect fauna. In 2014, a first 
inventory round was performed. Here the focus was 
largely on the European habitats already there, since 
little was known about these species groups in this 
area. In 2018, the study was repeated, and this time the 
first results of the development work were visible and 
an attempt was made to complete the species overview 
by means of different capturing methods. With regard 
to the impact of the works, it was still somewhat early 
to see clear results. It will take some time for the desired 
habitats to develop after the work has taken place. The 
first results, however, are positive. For example, typical 
species among the ground beetles seem to react quickly 
to the turf activities. This concerns an entire community 
of highly endangered species, which, in the short term, 
are already benefiting from the Life+ project. 

The area has extremely diverse insect fauna. No fewer 
than 80 species of ground beetles and 253 species of 
spiders have been observed. Almost half or even more 
of the species known in Belgium which belong to 
groups of species such as cuckoo wasps, spider wasps 
and crabronids, can be found here. As far as wild bees 
are concerned, the number of species is estimated at 
170. This is half of all the species identified in Belgium 
and makes Most-Keiheuvel the area with the highest 
number of species of bee.

This extremely high level of biodiversity is due to a 
number of factors:

•	 The area is naturally highly diverse in character with 
very wet and very dry biotopes

•	 The extant nature cores are still in relatively good 
condition

•	 The management is geared to the restoration and 
conservation of this rare area of nature

•	 The open gradient from wet to dry gives the vari-
ous species the opportunity to shift during extreme 
weather conditions and thus offers a better chance 
of survival

•	 The area is rich in standing dead wood, which works as 
a natural insect hotel

The last 2 factors in particular appear to contribute 
strongly to the success of the area. The highest totals 
of most groups of species can be found in the area 
between wet and dry. Since the start of the Life+ project, 
a number of new species have turned up, such as the 
short-tailed blue and the large white-faced darter.

The importance of standing dead wood was also clear 
from the results. 75 species of bees and wasps were 
caught for the entire area in the two tree traps on 
two dead trees. In total 242 species of bees and wasps 
were observed in 2018. Nearly one third of all identified 
species were thus found on two dead trees in an area 
of more than 500 hectares.

Alepecosa fabrilis - Jorg Lambrechts

Clarke’s mining bee - Maarten Jacobs
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Communication
Large-scale nature restoration often raises questions 
among visitors and people living in the vicinity. That is 
why communication is so important. From the start of 
the project, attention was given to introducing the public 
to the project. A central information board provided the 
necessary explanation, and area folders were designed 
and distributed via the council and the local hospitality 
businesses. A project website (www.life-most-keiheuvel.
be) announced activities, working and information 
sessions. Results and videos were also shared through 
these channels. Various videos from the wildlife cameras 
in the area gave insight into the lives of a number of 
(rare) species, such as water rail, bluethroat and snipe. 
A group of species that is more difficult to record is 
that of fish. A video was therefore made (https://youtu.
be/d4SMaNw5nL8) during one of the monitoring tours 
of the fish fauna. It demonstrates the research method 
and the importance of the waterways and restoration 
measures for the rare fish species. In addition to the 
video, there is also an interactive information stand 
about vulnerable fish species. This information stand is 
used by the waterway manager at various places in the 
province of Antwerp to explain the importance of the 
waterways and the rare fish fauna to a wide audience.

Various information sessions were organised with 
varying success. The material often proved too complex 
to be conveyed in a presentation. A decision was 
quickly reached that it would be better to focus on 
communication at the site itself. Who can better tell 
people the story of nature than nature itself? A number 
of walks were organised to introduce people to this 
unique area. Sometimes the focus was on the work with 
advance communication about it, or during the work it 
was explained why the interventions were necessary. 
On other occasions, the focus was more strongly on 

info walk - An Wouters

interactive information stand - Provincie Antwerpen, dienst Integraal Waterbeleid
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experiencing nature: people would pull on boots to hike 
through the fen or go out in search of the nightjar on a 
summer evening in May. 

In addition to the organised events, a project team 
was present every day at the site itself. The role of 
those present in communicating with visitors cannot 
be underestimated. It gives visitors the opportunity to 
ask specific questions about subjects of interest and to 
receive specific answers. This presence was also greatly 
appreciated by people who had questions they wanted 
to ask. Signs were also erected showing what the area 
would look like in the future, so that visitors could gain 
a better impression of it.

Keiheuvel Path voted ‘Walk of the year’
That this nature renewal appeals to people looking for 
recreation is shown by the fact that in 2018 the Province 
of Antwerp’s Tourism Department voted the Keiheuvel 
Path the ‘Walk of the Year’. At the beginning of 2018, 
a walking jury from the Province of Antwerp Tourism 
office nominated five walks based on features such as 
landscape, experience, peripheral infrastructure and 
signposting. It was then the turn of visitors to the areas 
to cast their votes. The Keiheuvel Walk was entered by 
the Balen Tourist Office and received no less than a 
third of all votes, which made the walk the winner of 
the year.

What happens next?
The implementation of Life+ project ‘Most-Keiheuvel’ is 
a big step towards the sustainable preservation of the 
unique nature in this area. A lot of bottlenecks have 
been tackled together with the various partners, and 

the area has improved for both people and nature.

To see real benefits from such large-scale development 
work, targeted management must be applied in the area. 
A lot of work is being done on drawing up a new nature 
management plan. This management plan is based on a 
shared vision for nature, economy and recreation. It sets 
out the measures that must be taken over the next 24 
years to keep the area in top condition. Locally, a number 
of plots will undergo a thorough metamorphosis. Those 
plots that are already habitat-worthy will be managed 
in a targeted manner in order to steer the sub-habitats 
in the proper direction. Grazing grids are already being 
installed in order to keep the inland dunes open in the 
future. In the remaining open dry areas, a mix of grazing 
and mowing management will be applied. For the fens, 
a sustainable method of mowing and maintaining this 
difficult area seems to have been found in the Truxor 
amphibious vehicle. The hydrology will be monitored 
further and geared to the sub-habitats.

In addition, with the Most-Keiheuvel area the aim is to 
contribute to the restoration of a robust valley system 
for the Grote Nete. In recent years, a lot of work has 
been undertaken by various partners to restore the 
nature cores along this watercourse. Together with the 
‘Most-Keiheuvel’ Life+ project, the ‘Grote Netewoud’ 
Life+project is also being implemented in the same 
area. Moving forward, Nature and Forests of the Flemish 
government, together with all the various partners, aims 
to work on the restoration of this unique ecosystem, 
stretching for many kilometres, and in which Most-
Keiheuvel forms an important link.

Visualization of the future - Omgeving 
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