LIFE FLANDRE
Flemish and North-French
Dunes Restoration

Layman’s Report

Dunes of Flanders
without border !

The cross-border area
Dunes de Flandre
Westkust
The coastal landscape between the French Dunkirk and the
Belgian Westend is characterized by
•

wide sandy beaches,

•

mudflats and salt marshes along the eastern bank of
the Yser estuary,

•

carved seafront dunes (these are seafront dunes with
holes blown out by the wind),

•

mega-parabolic dunes embracing large humid dune
slacks, and,

•

2 to 3.5 kilometres inland, low, gently undulating
‘fossil’ dunes that were formed between 3,000 BC and
800 AD.

Common seals on mudflats ©Luc David

The soils of the dunes have a very high lime content,
because they contain seashells, except for those of
the ‘fossil dunes’ that have been deeply decalcified. A
particularly high biodiversity is also associated with this
great diversity of landscapes. Most of the remaining dune
areas have been included in the Natura 2000 network in
both Member States of the European Union. The total
area of beaches, dunes, mudflats and salt marshes within
the European Natura 2000 network is 3,280 hectares, of
which 2,200 hectares are on Belgian territory and 1,080
hectares on French territory. The ‘Westkust - Dunes de
Flandre’ are located on the territory of the municipalities of
Leffrinckoucke, Zuydcoote, Ghyvelde, Bray-Dunes, De Panne,
Koksijde, Nieuwpoort and Middelkerke.
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Sea lavender on salt marsh in the Yser
estuary © Marc Leten

Sandy beaches and seafront dunes
©Bénédicte Lemaire

Humid dune slack, scrub and wooded dunes ©Marc Leten

‘Fossil’ dunes grazed by sheep ©Marc Leten

Dunes de Flandre
Westkust

Threatened
During the 20th century, the dunes on both sides of the
border became heavily spatially fragmented and degraded
by urbanization, water extraction, recreation, fixation of
sand drift, invasion by exotic species and intensification of
agriculture in the transition zones from dunes to polders.
Due to the disappearance of traditional grazing by cattle
from and the decline of the wild rabbit population in the
remaining dune areas, the dunes were overgrown by tall
grasses and shrubs.
Invasive Alien Species threatening the indigenous dune
vegetations

What is the
Natura 2000
network ?
The European Union (EU) has strict nature protection laws:

Since 1979, the European Birds Directive, which protects some 500 species of birds occurring in Europe.
Since 1992 the European Habitats Directive which obliges EU member states to protect the habitats of
endangered plant and animal species and endangered habitats. The Habitats Directive contains about 1500
rare and endangered plant and animal species and about 230 habitats, including dunes, heaths and salt
marshes.
All the areas protected under these directives together make up the Natura 2000 network. The Natura 2000
network comprises more than 26,000 sites, making it the largest network of protected natural areas in
Mahonia ©Marc Leten

the world. It covers 18% of the EU’s land area and large parts of the surrounding marine areas.
Between Dunkirk and Westend, the Natura 2000 network consists of 4 special protection zones, including
3 Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) in the frame of the ‘Habitats’ directive:
•

Dunes de la Plaine Maritime Flamande (code FR3100474)

•

Dunes Flandriennes décalcifiées de Ghyvelde (code FR3100475)

•

Duingebieden inclusief IJzermonding en Zwin (code BE2500001)

and, on the Belgian side, 1 Special Protection Area (SPA) in the frame of the ‘Birds Directive’: ‘West Coast’ (code
BE2500121), which largely overlaps with the European Habitat Area.

Japanese rose

Action!
In order to combat the loss of landscape and biodiversity,
from 2 September 2013 to 1 March 2020, the main public
owners and managers of coastal dunes on both sides of the
border, namely the Agency for Nature and Forests of the
Flemish Government in Belgium, called further ‘Natuur en
Bos’, the Conservatoire du Littoral and the Département du
Nord in France, with the support of the European Union,

4

jointly implemented the LIFE nature project FLANDRE.
FLANDRE’ is the acronym of ‘Flemish And North-French
Dunes Restoration’.
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What is LIFE ?
Who are and what are the three partners doing ?
The LIFE Programme is the EU’s financial instrument for the environment and climate. The general objective of LIFE is to contribute to the
implementation, updating and development of European environment and climate policy by co-financing projects with European added value.
LIFE FLANDRE was such a project.

The partners:
		

Département du Nord

Agency for Nature and Forest of the Flemish government

www.lenord.fr

		www.natuurenbos.be
Natuur en Bos is responsible for the policy, sustainable management and

The Département du Nord is a territorial authority active in various fields:

strengthening of nature, together with all partners. Natuur en Bos is the largest

social, education, road works, environment, etc. It owns or manages more than

green space owner in Flanders: It manages 52,000 ha of its own forests, nature

3500 hectares of sensitive natural areas in the region, 830 hectares of which

reserves and parks. Since the Agency also helps others to manage their domains, it

are currently owned by the Conservatoire du Littoral. Every day, the teams of

manages a total of some 88,000 hectares of forest and nature reserves.

the Environment Directorate ensure the ecological management of natural
environments, the inventory of fauna and flora and the raising of public awareness

		

Conservatoire du Littoral

of the environment.

		www.conservatoire-du-littoral.fr
French public institution set up in 1975 to safeguard the coastal region. This

The total budget of LIFE FLANDRE amounted to 4,066,454 Euro, divided as follows:

institution buys land in intervention perimeters approved by the Board of

50 % co-financing by the European Union, 24 % by the Flemish Government -

Directors after receiving the advice of local elected representatives and entrusts

Nature and Forest, 17 % by the Department du Nord and 9 % by the Conservatoire

it to managers - including the Département du Nord. The criteria defining the

du Littoral.

intervention are biodiversity, landscape, opening up to the public and preservation
of traditional customs. With the objective of safeguarding one third of the French
coastline from urbanisation, the Conservatoire du littoral and its partners protect
a total of 164,000 hectares, of which 830 hectares are currently dunes in the
Département du Nord.
European Natura 2000 network cross border: Dunes of Flanders !

Key
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Habitats’ directive
Birds Directive
Project Area

Habitats

Main target habitats and species
of the project

2120

2130

Shifting dunes
along the shoreline
with Marram grass
(white dunes)

Fixed coastal dunes with herbaceous
vegetation (grey dunes)*

Mainly bare drifting sand
with a scarce vegetation
of marram grass and
accompanying species
such as sea spurge and
sea Holly. Is the biotope of
pioneer species adapted to

Moss and lichens carpet ©Marc Leten

that extreme environment
Bare sand and Marram grass
©Marc Leten

such as the Dune Tiger
Beetle, the fungi dune
Cup and dune brittlestem.

The crested lark is still present in the area. Above all, the
white dune forms the matrix from which other habitats
emerge, such as humid dune slacks that are formed by the
sand being blown out by the wind until the bottom of the
blowout reaches the groundwater.
Dune pansy ©Marc Devos

Flower-rich dune grassland ©Marc Leten

*=To be maintained with priority. Can take very different
forms, from moss and lichens carpet to short-grazed
flower-rich grassland. Typical species include twisted moss,
reindeer lichen, dune pansey, yellow bedstraw, broadleaved thyme, common rock-rose, the butterfly Queen of
Spain Fritillary, blue-winged grasshopper, sand wasps and
Formation of parabolic dune and humid dune slack: the wind blows
out the sand from the bare ‘white’ dunes into the shape of a parabolic
dune until the bottom of the blowout reaches the groundwater
©Agentschap voor Natuur en Bos

wheatear.
Threatened by overgrowth by nitrogen-loving grasses (false
oat-grass, meadow soft grass etc.), shrubs (mainly native sea
buckthorn and exotic mahonia), trees (white poplar) and

Threatened by buildings and roads that form obstacles to

by uncontrolled too intensive access by recreationists and

the sand drift, artificial fixation by planting poplars, the

the use of fertilizers and herbicides in the transitional zone

increased deposition of nitrogen from the atmosphere

between dunes and polder still used by agriculture.

Wheatear
©Jeroen Bot

and climate change with its softer and more rainy winters,
causing the sand to become more rapidly densely vegetated

Management: Mowing with

and fixed.

removal of clippings, grazing by

Management: removing too dense vegetation in order to
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sheep, goats, ponies and cattle,
cutting back bushes (e.g. sea
buckthorn and white poplar).

re-expose the sand to the wind and allow it to drift, grazing
and trampling by cattle and horses in order to create and
maintain small-scale blowouts.

Crested lark ©Jeroen Bot

Queen of Spain Fritillary
©Reinhardt Strubbe

Sea spurge with caterpillar of
the spurge hawk-moth
©Marc Leten

Common rock-rose
©Marc Leten

2160

2190

Dunes with sea buckthorn

Humid dune slacks

Dense thickets dominated by sea buckthorn. Provides nesting opportunities for many songbird species such as

Pan-shaped depressions

willow warbler, lesser whitethroat, nightingale and European turtle dove as well as food in the form of large

in the dunes blown

quantities of berries for migrating or wintering bird species such as redwing and fieldfare. However, its root

out by the wind up

shoots tend to expand strongly over the entire dune landscape and leave no room for other habitats such as

to the groundwater

white dunes, grey dunes and humid dune slacks.

level, locally known as
“panne”. At the highest
groundwater levels in

Forms a threat to other dune habitats but is itself threatened by the invasion of exotic shrub species such as

spring, these slacks are

mahonia, Japanese rose and black cherry as well as by native old man’s beard and sycamore.

often flooded. The groundwater of the dunes is fresh, not
salty. The humid dune slacks present an exceptionally rich

Management: removal of invasive (exotic) shrub and tree species to

biodiversity. Typical species: knotted pearlwort, centaury,

maintain thickets.

grass of parnassus, yellow-wort, dune gentian, bog
pimpernel, marsh helleborine, early-marsh orchid, creeping
willow and the amphibian natterjack toad.
Threatened by overgrowth by dominant grasses (bushgrass)
and shrubs (sea buckthorn, grey willow) and by lowering of
the groundwater level (desiccation).
Management: mowing with removal of the clippings,
whether or not followed by grazing by cattle and/or horses.

Sea-buckthorn with berries
©Regine Vanallemeersch

Redwing on sea-buckthorn

Humid dune slack with rattle and
several species of orchids

Species
a. Narrow-mouthed whorl snail

Marsh helleborine
©Marc Devos

1014

(Vertigo angustior) - Minuscule snail found in the litter of
tall herb vegetations and dune woodlands.

b. Great crested newt

1166

(Triturus cristatus) - The largest of our newts, reproduces in
mainly partially shaded pools in the vicinity of thickets and
forest. A species that doesn’t move much and is therefore
extra vulnerable. Threatened by encroachment of pools and
dune slacks drying out.

c. Creeping marsh wort

1614

(Apium repens) - A very rare plant species of fairly
intensively grazed but unfertilized, moist grasslands

d. Fen orchid

b

a

1903

(Liparis loeselii) - A very rare orchid species found in humid
dune slacks. Threatened by encroachment of dune slacks by
bushgrass, sea buckthorn and grey willow.

e. Natterjack toad

1202

(Epidalea calamita) - A pioneer species of amphibian that
occurs in shallow pools in humid dune slacks and finds its
terrestrial habitat in sparsely vegetated sand. Threatened
by encroachment of the dune landscape and desiccation of
the dune slacks.

c

d

e

Purchase, management plan
and management
At the start of the project, most of the dunes in Belgium were already owned by the Flemish region (Natuur
en Bos) and in France by the Conservatoire du Littoral. Nevertheless, a significant part of the dune area was
still private. Because the private dunes are not managed, they are heavily overgrown by scrub, tall grasses and
invasive alien plant species that are increasingly supplanting the native flora and fauna.
An important action point of the LIFE Nature project FLANDRE was therefore the acquisition by Natuur en Bos
and the Conservatoire du Littoral of private dune land. A total of 24 hectares were purchased on the French
side and 63 hectares on the Belgian side. These purchases are mainly situated around the Dune Dewulf in
Leffrinckoucke, the Dune fossile de Ghyvelde, the Schipgatduinen and Ter Yde duinen in Oostduinkerke, the
Simliduinen and the Groenendijk in Nieuwpoort.
After the purchases, invasive alien plants were first removed, dune grasslands were mowed or grazed. Plots
purchased on the Belgian side were included in a management plan (covering a total of 295 hectares) and
designated as nature reserves by ministerial decree. Because the purchase of dune parcels in and around the
“Dune du Perroquet” in Bray-Dunes progressed too slowly, an expropriation procedure was finally initiated:
65 hectares of dunes will be acquired in the near future by the Conservatoire du Littoral and managed by the
Département du Nord.
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Management of purchased dunes by mowing and removal of the
clippings with mechanical means … ©G Vileyn
... and use of a draught horse. ©Guy Vileyn

Nature restoration
works on a large scale !
Due to the disappearance of the traditional use as grazing land for cattle after the First World War, the once
open dune landscape with its species-rich moss dunes, dune grasslands and humid dune slacks gradually
grew dense with shrubs and tall grasses. For several years now, even the drifting bare ‘white’ dunes have
become overgrown with grasses and sea buckthorn. This general increase of the growth of the vegetation is
accelerated by the deposition of nitrogen from the air (pollution) and climate change. In order to make the
dune area suitable again for the typical plant and animal species of the dunes, the Département du Nord in
the Dune Dewulf, Dune Marchand and Dune du Perroquet have cleared 58 hectares of scrub and have placed
grazing enclosures around about 30 hectares which are now grazed by sheep, goats and Haflinger-ponies.
Eleven ponds were also created as a breeding habitat for amphibians, in particular the crested newt and the
natterjack toad.

Until the First World War (1914-1918) the dunes of Flanders have been traditionally
grazed by cattle

Mechanical removal of scrub on a large scale ©Bénédicte Lemaire

A slack in Dune Dewulf (France): Before the removal of scrub …
and after the removal of scrub ©Bénédicte Lemaire
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In the ‘Dune Dewulf’, the Conservatoire du Littoral set up
a footpath (unpaved) in order to channel the recreational
pressure on the vulnerable dune environment and thus
limit it.
In the lower, less relief-rich older dunes and transition
zones from dune to polder, it is not the loss of grazing
that is a problem, but exactly the opposite, namely
the intensification of agriculture with the associated
fertilization. Flower-rich dune grasslands and dune slacks
made way for monotonous, species-poor meadows and
arable fields. In the Oostvoorduinen in Oostduinkerke,
Natuur en Bos excavated the excessively fertilized topsoil
layer of 2 hectares of former arable fields in order to
restore humid dune slacks and dune grassland. Three new
Placing new fences to allow management by grazing by sheep, goats and horses ©Bénédicte Lemaire

pools were also dug here.

Aerial photograph of the Dune Dewulf
In August 2016, before the removal of scrub

Introduction of the sheep ©Aline Bué
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Aerial photographs of the Oostvoorduinen before and after the excavation works during the winter 2015-2016

On the Flemish side, in ‘de Westhoek’, ‘de Houtsaegerduinen’,
‘het Garzebekeveld’, ‘de Noordduinen’ and ‘de IJzermonding’,
a total of some 30 hectares of extra natural coastal
environments were restored and another 7 pools were
created. Although this was done without direct financial
support from LIFE, it was stimulated by the dynamism of
LIFE FLANDRE and carried out by the LIFE FLANDRE project
team members of Natuur en Bos.

Excavation of the superior layer of soil of a former arable
field to restore a humid dune slack in the Oostvoorduinen
(Belgium) ©Marc Leten

In May 2017, after the removal of scrub during the winter 2016-2017

… and grazing by sheep ©Aline Bué

Management of the dunes after the removal of scrub:
grazing by goats... ©Christophe Blondel

Scientific Monitoring
In order to be able to evaluate the results of the restoration works and the management and, if necessary,
adjust the management, the evolution of vegetation, populations of natterjack toad, crested newt and narrow
whorl snail were closely monitored at the behest of the Département du Nord and Natuur en Bos by scientists
of the National Botanical Conservatory of Bailleul (CBNBL), the scientific advisory firm ‘Biotope’ and the
Flemish Institute for Nature and Forest Research (INBO). Experience from previous LIFE projects has shown
that the restoration of natural habitats takes time: at least 5 to 10 years must elapse after the works have been
carried out before the dune vegetation can fully develop. Most of the LIFE FLANDRE nature restoration works
were carried out in the period between 2015 and 2020, so that in most places only the early pioneering stages
of the habitats to be restored have now been developed. The first results are promising: brookweed, centaury,
grass of parnassus, yellow-wort, common milkwort and dune pansies and reproduction of the natterjack toad
in several new pools. Further nature management (mowing and grazing) remains necessary.

First stage in recovery of “grey dune”: reappearance of Dune pansey
©C. Blondel

First stage in the recovery of humid dune slacks: reappearance of
Centaury ©Chloé Monien

Vegetation survey ©Marc Leten

In addition to monitoring biodiversity, the impact of the LIFE FLANDRE project on the local economy
and ecosystem services was also investigated. This study was commissioned by Natuur en Bos and the
Conservatoire du Littoral and carried out by a consortium consisting of the Flemish Institute for Technological
Research (VITO), the INBO and the University of Antwerp. One of the most important ecosystem services that
benefits from a positive impact of the LIFE FLANDRE project is the tourist attractivity of the dune area. A
survey of visitors and other stakeholders shows that the majority of people find the open and dynamic dune
landscape more attractive than the densely overgrown dune landscape.

Newly dug out pool with chara algae, eggs and tadpoles of natterjack
toad and common toad ©Bénédicte Lemaire

Juvenile natterjack toad ©Thierry Tancrez

©Hélène Hoffmann

©Bart Bollengier

Participation and public support:
advisory committee
In order to increase public support for the project and to benefit from the knowledge of scientists, municipal
authorities and other Flemish and French authorities and NGOs, an advisory committee was set up, which met
annually to monitor the progress of the project and its implementation on the ground.

©Hélène Hoffmann
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Communication and
nature experience
Travelling exhibition and leaflet
On 27 February 2015, the traveling exhibition was inaugurated and the information leaflet was presented at
the Provincial Visitor Centre De Duinpanne (the former ‘De Nachtegaal’ in De Panne) in the presence of around
a hundred interested persons. In the following years, the exhibition and the accompanying leaflets
in 4 languages travelled all over the cross-border region: Bray-Dunes, Leffrinckoucke, Zuydcoote, Mallo-Les
Bains, Dunkerque, Nieuwpoort, Koksijde, Middelkerke and outside the region “Dunes de Flandre - Westkust”:
the guardhouses of the town ramparts of Gravelines, the Provinciehuis Boeverbos in Bruges, the Hôtel des
Services départementaux in Lille ... During those 5 years, the number of visitors of the exhibition was estimated
Nature workcamps: students of the Agricultural High School of
Dunkirk and the association ‘Les Blongios’ remove regrowth of shrubs
and alien species ©Bénédicte Lemaire

at 100. 000.

Information boards
In order to inform visitors, large, richly illustrated notice boards with explanations in 4 languages were placed
at the entrances to the dune areas where large-scale nature restoration works were to take place.

Guided visits
In the different dune areas, 30 guided walks were organized on the French and Belgian sides by the
Département du Nord and Natuur en Bos to explain the nature restoration works. A total of around
450 people took part in these visits.
During the LIFE+FLANDRE project, 23 “nature workcamps” (440 participants) were also organized, during which
the public (high school students, volunteers, associations), once composed of 97 students from the Agricultural
High School of Dunkirk, mowed or uprooted regrowth of shrubs and invasive alien species: active participation
of the local population in the management of the dunes !

International Natura 2000 & LIFE
Days 2017, 2018 and 2019
The European Habitats Directive and the European financial instrument LIFE were created on 21 May 1992.
On 21 May 2017, 2018 and 2019, the anniversary of “Natura 2000 and LIFE” was celebrated with public thematic
guided walks in the cross-border dune area “De Westhoek – Dune du Perroquet”, the “Oostvoorduinen” and
the “Hannecartbos” in Oostduinkerke and finally the cross-border “fossil” dune belt of Adinkerke-Ghyvelde.
The total participation in these three thematic “birthday walks” was about 100 people.
All of the above-mentioned guided tours were announced in the press, so LIFE FLANDRE has received media
attention on many occasions.

Website www.lifeflandre.be
In the autumn of 2013, the website www.lifeflandre.be was born, providing information about
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the implementation of the project (up to 5 years after the end of the Life project).

Traveling exhibition in the townhall of Koksijde (July 2019)
©Hugo Tyberghein

©St. Mesmin

Natura 2000 & LIFE Day 2019 Adinkerke ©Reinhardt Strubbe

Natura 2000 & LIFE Day 2018 Oostvoorduinen ©Luc David

©Stijn Deruyter

International networking
On 12, 13 and 14 June 2018, the LIFE FLANDRE partnership, with the support of BOS+ and the participation
of the Université du Littoral Côte d’Opale (ULCO) - Laboratoire d’Océanologie et de Géoscience, organized
an international workshop on the management of coastal dunes and sandy beaches in Dunkirk, with the
participation of 143 experts from 13 European countries.
Attention was paid to problems such as the urbanization of the coasts and the fragmentation of the dune
area, climate change and rising sea levels, as well as, and above all, nature-based solutions to these problems.
A site visit was also made to the dune complex “De Westhoek - Dunes du Perroquet - Dune fossile de Ghyvelde
- Domein Cabour” which forms the heart of the cross-border project area “Duinen van de Westkust - Dunes de
Flandre”. The exceptional nature of the various dune formations, the ecological connections (to be restored)
and the various forms of nature management were particularly addressed.

©Rik Devreese

©Reinhardt Strubbe

Consolidated partnership and master plan:
on the way to a cross-border
European Nature Park !
A consortium consisting of the West-Vlaamse Intercommunale, the Institute for Nature and Forest Research
and the Centre Permanent d’Initiation à l’Environnement Flandre Maritime, commissioned by the FLANDRE
partnership, drew up a master plan containing scientifically sound recommendations on the development and
management of the cross-border ‘Dunes de Flandre – Duinen van de Westkust’ for the next 15 years. These
recommendations can be a source of inspiration for spatial planning and coastal defense as well as for nature
management.
At the same time, a consortium consisting of LDR lawyers in environmental law, the University of Ghent
Department of European, Public and International Law and the Université de Bretagne Occidentale carried
out an extensive inventory and analysis of cross-border nature parks and cross-border forms of cooperation
in Western Europe, which led to the Memorandum of Understanding for the conservation and management
of the dune areas from Dunkirk to Westend, signed on 14 February 2020 by the representatives of the Agency
for Nature and Forests of the Flemish Government, the French State, the Conservatoire du Littoral and the
Département du Nord. Through this memorandum, the Flemish and French partners will continue their
cooperation beyond the end date of the LIFE Nature project FLANDRE and are committed to further develop a
status for the area as a cross border European nature park.

The Memorandum of understanding signed by the representatives of, from left to right, the Conservatoire du Littoral, the Département du Nord, the Agency of Nature and Forests of the Flemish Region
and the French State on 14th February 2020 on the Belgian-French border at Adinkerke ©Bénédicte Lemaire
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The concrete results
of LIFE Nature
FLANDRE
summarized across
borders:

•

90 hectares of dunes purchased and managed and procedure
initiated for the acquisition of a further 65 hectares in the Dune
du Perroquet.

•

295 hectares of dunes designated as a nature reserve with an
approved management plan

•

90 hectares of dunes cleared of thickets and/or excavated to
restore white dunes, grey dunes (moss dunes and dune grassland)
and humid dune slacks

•

30 hectares of dunes brought under grazing management for
maintenance of dune slacks and grey dunes

•

21 new pools (11 in France and 10 in Belgium) dug out as a
reproductive biotope of natterjack toad and crested newt, as
well as a biotope of other aquatic life such as Chara algae and
dragonflies

•

A house in the ‘Dune fossile de Ghyvelde’ and 8 alien buildings
in the Belvedere dunes and the Oostvoorduinen in Koksijde
demolished to restore open space and dune habitats.

•

A master plan with a scientifically substantiated perspective for
the future of nature in the entire cross-border coastal area

•

A permanent partnership between Nature and Forest of the
Flemish Government, the French State, the Conservatoire du
Littoral and the Département du Nord for the development
of a cross-border ‘European’ nature park ‘Dunes de Flandre Westkust’.
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