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Introduction

Belgium, nestled at the crossroads of Western Europe, is a land renowned for its
historic cities, rich culture, and distinctive culinary traditions. However, less widely
appreciated is the remarkable diversity of wildlife and fauna that thrives within its
modest borders. Despite its relatively small size and dense population, Belgium is
home to a striking array of habitats, ranging from windswept coastal dunes and
expansive wetlands in the north to the dense forests and rolling uplands of the
Ardennes in the south. This tapestry of environments supports a wealth of animal life,
much of which manages to persist even in landscapes marked by centuries of
agricultural and urban development.

The variety of habitats in Belgium arises from its distinct geography and climate. The
coastal regions of Flanders, the central plateau interwoven with rivers and woodlands,
and the forested hills of Wallonia together nurture unique ecological communities.
These environments shelter thousands of animal species, from familiar mammals such
as deer and foxes to less conspicuous, yet ecologically vital, insects and invertebrates.
Rivers and lakes, as well as the expanse of the North Sea, host a diverse aquatic fauna
that is integral to the nation’s natural heritage.

Belgium’s fauna is remarkable not only for its diversity but for its resilience. Some
species, once thought extinct in the country, have been reintroduced or have made
natural comebacks, offering hope for conservationists. The return of the Eurasian
beaver and the slow resurgence of wildcats, wolves, and lynx in forested habitats
mark important milestones. Similarly, urban and rural environments have become
havens for birds like the peregrine falcon and the common kestrel, reflecting the
adaptability of wildlife to changing landscapes.

Yet, the richness of Belgian wildlife is not without serious challenges. Habitat loss,
fragmentation, pollution, climate change, and the spread of invasive species have led
to marked declines in many native populations. Despite protective legislation and
conservation initiatives, a significant proportion of species remain at risk, facing the
constant threat of extinction. These difficulties highlight the delicate balance between
human activity and the natural world, and underline the urgent need for coordinated
efforts to preserve this living heritage.

Over the decades, Belgium has responded to these challenges through the
establishment of protected areas, integration into European conservation networks,
and active participation in international agreements. The creation of national parks,
nature reserves, and targeted restoration projects form a vital part of the country’s
approach to safeguarding habitats and wildlife. Public awareness and scientific
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research continue to play a crucial role, building a foundation of knowledge and
understanding that supports ongoing conservation.

This book, “Wildlife and Fauna of Belgium: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Belgium,” is dedicated to exploring and celebrating the richness, complexity, and
wonder of the country’s animal life. It is intended as both an introduction for
newcomers and a resource for nature enthusiasts seeking to deepen their
understanding of Belgium’s vibrant yet vulnerable natural world. Through detailed
chapters on habitats, species, conservation efforts, and protected areas, readers will
discover the astonishing diversity that lies beneath the familiar landscapes of Belgium,
and the ongoing efforts to ensure its survival for generations to come.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Habitats of Belgium

Belgium, a compact nation nestled in the western part of Europe, might appear at first
glance to be a land dominated by human activity, crisscrossed by roads and dotted
with towns. Yet, beneath this veneer of intensive development lies a surprisingly
varied landscape, a mosaic of distinct geographical regions and ecosystems that
provide a home for a diverse array of wildlife. Bordered by the Netherlands to the
north, Germany and Luxembourg to the east, France to the south and west, and the
North Sea along its northwestern edge, Belgium occupies a strategic position that has
shaped both its human history and its natural environment. Its relatively small size,
just over 30,000 square kilometers of land, belies the ecological richness found within
its borders.

The topography of Belgium, while lacking dramatic mountain ranges, transitions
across three principal geographical areas: the coastal plain in the northwest, the
gently rising central plateau, and the more rugged Ardennes uplands in the southeast.
This gradient in elevation and underlying geology, coupled with a temperate maritime
climate influenced by the North Atlantic, creates the foundation for the country's
varied habitats. Rainfall is significant throughout the year, contributing to lush
vegetation and numerous waterways across all regions.

Journeying from the coast inland, one first encounters the coastal plain, a low-lying
expanse stretching along the North Sea for about 65 kilometers. This area is
characterized by a narrow band of sandy beaches and coastal dunes, which act as a
natural barrier to the sea. Behind the dunes lie the polders, fertile lands that have
been reclaimed from the sea over centuries through a complex system of dikes and
canals. These polders, often below sea level, are now largely used for agriculture, but
the network of drainage ditches and remaining low-lying areas still supports wetland
habitats. The coastal plain, particularly the dunes and polders, presents a unique
environment shaped by the constant interplay of land and sea.

Further inland, the landscape gradually rises into the central plateau, a region that
covers a significant portion of the country. This area is marked by gently rolling hills
and broad, fertile valleys carved out by numerous rivers and their tributaries. The soil
here is generally rich, making it the agricultural heartland of Belgium. While
dominated by farmland, the central plateau is far from a uniform expanse. It features
scattered woodlands, hedgerows, and riverine habitats that provide crucial corridors
and refuges for wildlife within this more intensely managed landscape. Cities and
towns are interspersed throughout, adding an urban dimension that wildlife has, in
some cases, learned to navigate and even exploit.
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The transition to the third major geographical region, the Ardennes uplands in
southeastern Belgium, is marked by a noticeable change in topography. This region is
a thickly forested plateau, much more rugged and rocky than the areas to the north
and west. Elevations are higher, reaching the country's highest point, the Signal de
Botrange, at 694 meters. The Ardennes landscape is deeply incised by swift-flowing
rivers and streams, creating dramatic valleys and gorges. Extensive forests, primarily
a mix of deciduous and coniferous trees, blanket the hills, offering the largest
contiguous areas of woodland in Belgium. This less densely populated region is often
considered the country's wilder heart, providing habitat for larger mammals and
species that require more expansive territories.

Beyond these broad geographical divisions, Belgium is home to a variety of specific
habitat types, each with its own ecological character. Forests, as mentioned, are
particularly important, covering nearly a quarter of the country, with the majority
found in the Walloon region. These range from the ancient beech and oak forests of
the Sonian Forest near Brussels, recognized for their ecological value, to the mixed
deciduous and conifer stands of the Ardennes. These wooded areas provide shelter,
food, and breeding grounds for countless species, from insects and birds to mammals.

Grasslands, both natural and semi-natural, are another significant habitat type. While
intensive agriculture has transformed much of the natural grassland, remnants and
managed pastures still exist. These open areas, particularly those that are less
intensively farmed, support a different suite of species compared to forests, including
various insects, ground-nesting birds, and small mammals. Humid grasslands,
although threatened, can still be found and are important for specific bird species.

Heathlands, characterized by low-growing woody vegetation like heather, are found in
specific areas, notably in the Kempen region in the northeast and parts of the
Ardennes. These unique habitats, often on sandy or poor soils, are visually striking,
especially when the heather is in bloom, and support specialized plant and animal
communities adapted to these open, often dry conditions. Historically more
widespread, many heathlands have been lost or fragmented, making the remaining
areas particularly valuable for conservation.

Wetlands, in their various forms, are vital for Belgium's biodiversity. These include the
coastal wetlands of the polders, as well as inland fens, marshes, and bogs. Rivers and
lakes, though Belgium has few large natural lakes, contribute significantly to the
aquatic and riparian habitats across the country. Major rivers like the Scheldt and
Meuse, along with their many tributaries, create dynamic ecosystems that support
fish, amphibians, reptiles, and a wealth of invertebrate life, as well as providing
resources for species on their banks. Lakes, reservoirs like the Eau d'Heure lakes, and
ponds add further aquatic diversity. Wetlands are particularly important for migratory
birds and provide crucial breeding and feeding grounds.
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Finally, Belgium has jurisdiction over a portion of the North Sea, adding a significant
marine environment to its ecological profile. This coastal and marine area, though
relatively small compared to the total North Sea, is a dynamic environment with
sandbanks, gullies, and different seabed types. It supports a variety of marine life,
including fish, crustaceans, mollusks, and marine mammals, forming a distinct
ecosystem influenced by tides, currents, and salinity. This marine realm is intrinsically
linked to the terrestrial habitats through river systems and provides important
resources for coastal wildlife.

The diverse tapestry of landscapes and habitats in Belgium, from the reclaimed lands
of the coast to the forested hills of the Ardennes and the marine waters of the North
Sea, creates a complex environment for wildlife. Each region and habitat type, while
facing pressures from human activities, contributes uniquely to the overall biodiversity
of the country, providing the varied conditions necessary for a wide array of species to
survive and, hopefully, to thrive. Understanding this geographical and ecological
foundation is key to appreciating the fascinating wildlife that calls Belgium home.
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