
Biodiversity (fauna, flora, habitats and their interactions) is essential to the proper 

functioning of ecosystems and constitutes a natural and patrimonial wealth. 

In addition, it provides many services essential to human survival, such as food 

supply, pollination, climate regulation, control of soil erosion, pest and pathogen 

regulation, and cultural and recreational services that are essential for well-

being. However, biodiversity has been in an alarming state for many decades in 

Wallonia, as it has in many industrialised regions. Degraded natural environments, 

reduced habitats, threatened species or disrupted ecosystems: biodiversity suffers 

the consequences of multiple pressures resulting from human activities. Efforts 

are being made to improve the condition of wildlife, plants and habitats, some 

with success. But significant progress remains to be made to halt the decline of 

biodiversity in Wallonia.
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PRESSURES ON THE ENVIRONMENTS AND THEIR CONSEQUENCES
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identified in Wallonia
474 biotopes

SPECIES AND HABITATS OF EUROPEAN INTEREST

INDICATORS FOR A GLOBAL ASSESSMENT OF THE STATE OF BIODIVERSITY

ENDANGERED SPECIES

"BIRDS" 
Directive

"HABITATS" 
Directive

165 bird species
Populations trends (1978 - 2019) :

42 % growing
9 % stable
33 % decreasing
13 % appearance
2 % disappearance

75 species other than birds and 41 habitats types
Conservation status (2019) :

Atlantic region

71 %

of species

96 %

 of habitast types

Continental region 

72 %

of species

95 %

of habitats types

Vascular plants Ground beetles Day butterflies

Dragonflies Fish
Amphibians

Reptiles Birds Bats

(among the groups studied)

4
48 out of 1,322 (2005) 34 out of 85 (2008)

15

out of 58 (2020) 15

out of 36 (2005) 2 out of 12 (2021)

3 out of 7 (2021)

49 out of 151 (2
021) 8 out of 20 (2021)

109 out of 319 (2005)

Between 30 and 
35,000 species 
in Wallonia

Unfavourable status for: Unfavourable status for:

Protection and restoration of habitats 
and species 
Protected natural sites, Natura 2000, 
LIFE projects

Sustainable and multifunctional forest 
management - Revision of the Forestry 
Code 

Consideration for nature at the heart 
of human activity
Arrangements by various actors: hedges, 
trees, honey-producing zones, ponds, 
banks, roadsides, etc.

Control of invasive alien species
Control plans and management sitesConsideration for biodiversity in 

agricultural environments
Agri-environment climate measures 
(AECM), organic farming

Sectoral measures to benefit water
Remediation, reduction of discharges, 
removal of barriers to fish movement

Ecological network
Adoption of ecological links

CHALLENGES TO OVERCOME
• Create new protected areas
• Ensure coordinated management of protected areas
• Give legal value to the ecological network
• By 2025, improve the conservation status of habitats 

and species
• Integrate biodiversity into sectoral policies
• Resolve the problem of ungulate overpopulation 

and revise the Hunting Act of 1882
• Promote targeted AECM and encourage 

low intensity agriculture
• Stop artificialisation and green up cities
• Improve biodiversity monitoring programs 

and e�ectively control infringements

MAIN MEASURES PUT IN PLACE

Agricultural
environments

Aquatic
environments

Forest
environments

Open 
environments

Deposition 
of nitrogen-containing pollutants
Decline of plant species

Historical decline 
in surface areas

Conversion to crops, 
artificialisation or a�orestation

Fragmentation and artificialisation 
of watercourses

Disappearance 
of wetlands

Aquatic
environments

• Moderate to poor hydromorphological 
status for 40 % of water bodies (2018)

• Eutrophication at 39 % 
of monitoring sites (2018)

• Moderate to poor biological status 
for 50 % of water bodies (2018)

Invasive alien species
• Nearly 1,500 alien species

detected, 1/3 of which 
are established and potentially invasive

• Moderate to high threat for 45 % of habitats 
of European interest

Climate change

Light pollution

Artificialisation and 
fragmentation of the territory
• At least 11 % of the territory 

is artificialised
• + 44 % between 1985 and 2020
• Road network 4 times denser

than the European network

Artificialised 
environments

Forest 
environments

• on 21 % of stands
(2008 - 2015)
• on other species
• on grasslands and cropsLoss of old growth forests

56 % of hardwood forests cleared 
for agriculture or converted to 
softwood plantations since the 18th century

Ungulate damage

Simplification of environments (2018)
• 57 % of stands have only 1 or 2 

tree species
• Only 0,65 dead tree/ha
• Lack of tiered edge

Degradation of forest health (2020)
Abnormal defoliation for
• 25 % of hardwoods
• 60 % of softwoods

Intensification of forestry practices
(clear cutting, soil compaction, etc.)

Intensification of agricultural practices

Simplification of environments
• Disappearance of hedges, ponds, copses
• Disappearance of permanent grasslands:
- 22 % between 1980 and 2019

• 60 % of the species of messicole flowers 
 are threatened or extinct
• 30 % of wild bee species threatened

Agricultural
environments

Fertiliser Pesticides

Loss of common birds 
(1990 - 2020)

forest birds: - 22 % of the numbers
farmland birds - 60 % of the numbers

Water pollution
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A RICH BIODIVERSITY TO BE STUDIED FURTHER  

Wallonia is home to between 30,000 and 

35,000 species of micro-organisms, fungi, 

plants and animals, which represents 

55 to 65 % of the species recorded in Belgium. As 

regards the natural habitats in which these species 

evolve, they are divided into 474 different biotopes. 

To analyse the status of species and habitats and 

understand their evolution, inventory and/or 

monitoring programs have been put in place since 

the end of the 1980s. In practice, of all the 

species present in Wallonia, there is only accurate 

information for a limited number of groups: vascular 

plants, ants, ground beetles, ladybirds, butterflies, 

dragonflies, fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds and 

mammals. Among these groups, some, such as birds 

or butterflies, are very good indicators of the state 

of biodiversity on account of their sensitivity and 

their rapid response time to environmental changes. 

For this reason, they are systematically inventoried 

throughout Walloon territory.

INDICATORS FOR A GLOBAL ASSESSMENT OF THE STATE 
OF BIODIVERSITY  

Species and habitats of European interest 

Of all the Walloon species and habitats, a small 

number are recognised as being of European 

interest within the meaning of the "Birds" and 

"Habitats" directives, either because they are vulne-

rable or threatened with extinction, or because they are 

rare, endemic (their geographical distribution is limited 

to a particular territory) or emblematic. This therefore 

includes all 165 naturally occurring bird species in Wal-

lonia1, as well as 75 species of flora and fauna (other 

than birds)2 and 41 habitat types3. Pursuant to these 

directives, Wallonia is obliged to protect and conserve 

these species and habitats and to ensure that they are 

maintained or restored to a good conservation status. 

The conservation status and trends of these species 

and habitats are therefore monitored and are the sub-

ject of special focus. They are evaluated on the basis of 

their distribution areas and population dynamics.

Birds: a mixed assessment 

For the 165 native bird species in Wallonia, over a 

period of 40 years (1978 - 2019), the needle fluctuated 

between 70 species whose populations are increasing 

(42 % of species) and 55 species whose populations 

are decreasing (33 %). Only a minority of species (15 

species, or 9 %) have numbers that are considered 

stable. Of the remainder, 22 species (13 %) appeared 

and 3 species (2 %) disappeared during this period (the 

Crested lark, the Northern wheatear, and the Woodchat 

shrike). Among the species that have appeared in the 

last 40 years, several species associated with wetlands 

(e.g. the Great egret and the  EurasianSpoonbill) can 

be noted. Many waterbirds have indeed shown positive 

dynamics in Europe since the end of the 20th century as 

a result of the cessation of excessive hunting and poa-

ching and better protection of wetlands throughout the 

continent. In Wallonia, their establishment is however 

often fragile because these wetlands remain rare and 

small in size. As such, several species are confined to 

a single site (the Harchies marshes) and their popula-

tions therefore remain vulnerable. Diurnal raptors (e.g. 

Eurasian sparrowhawk or peregrine falcon), which were 

also endangered in the past, also show a positive trend. 

In addition to the fact they are no longer hunted, birds 

1At the European level, all the bird species living on the European territory are concerned (more than 500 species). 
2Out of a total of 1,389 species concerned at European level
3 Out of a total of 233 habitat types concerned at European level
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have clearly benefited from the banning of certain pes-

ticides, such as those of the organochlorine family (e.g. 

DDT). For nocturnal predators, the trend is more mixed, 

with the decline of the long-eared owl and the little 

owl, the return of the Eurasian eagle-owl and the recent 

appearance of the Eurasian pygmy owl(a).

165 bird species
Population trends (1978 - 2019) :

Birds : a mixed assessment

42 % increasing
9 % stable
33 % decreasing
13 % appearance
2 % disappearance

These encouraging results should not obscure the fact 

that in the space of 40 years, the total number of birds 

(absolute number of birds, all species) appears to have 

decreased by around 10 %. This decline is particularly 

noticeable for birds that were once very common, 

such as the Common starling or the Eurasian tree 

sparrow, vic-tims of the rarefaction of traditional high 

stem orchards, and for birds of agricultural 

environments such as the Eurasian skylark, as 

explained below.

Other species of European interest: 
conservation status of concern

Apart from birds, in 2019 the conservation status was 

found to be unfavourable for nearly ¾ of the species 

of European interest in each of the two biogeographic 

regions4  that cover Wallonia. In the Atlantic region 

(north of the Sambre-et-Meuse corridor), 71 % of spe-

cies were in unfavourable status; in the continental 

region (south of the Sambre-et-Meuse corridor), 72 % 

of species were in unfavourable status. Some species 

were in particularly alarming status. This is the case for 

insects such as the Marsh Fritillary, the Violet Copper 

and the stag beetle, fish such as the common barbel 

and the Atlantic salmon, molluscs such as the pearl 

mussel and the Unio crassus, amphibians such as the 

midwife toad, Natterjack toad and Northern crested 

newt, reptiles such as the European smooth snake and 

the Sand lizard, and mammals such as the European 

Otter. 

However, some species showed signs of improvement 

between 2007 and 2019, especially in the continental 

region where the trend was positive for nearly 30 % 

of species (16 % in the Atlantic region). This was the 

case for certain bat species such as Natterer's bat, for 

example, or for so-called thermophilic species that 

benefit from global warming, such as certain butter-

flies (e.g., Jersey Tiger or Large Copper) or certain 

dragonflies (e.g., Yellow-spotted whiteface). However, 

16% of the species in the Atlantic region and 24 % in 

the continental region (e.g., European smooth snake 

and Natterjack toad) show a deteriorating trend. For 

the rest, the trend is stable (18 % of species in the 

Atlantic region and 15 % in the continental region) or, 

for a significant proportion of species, undetermined 

due to a lack of information (50 % of species in the 

Atlantic region and 32 % in the continental region).

4 A biogeographic region refers to a climatically and ecologically relatively homogeneous geographical area.
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Habitats of European interest: mostly 
unfavourable conservation status

Covering an area equivalent to around 12 % of Wallonia, 

the vast majority of habitats of European interest were in 

unfavourable status in 2019. This same applied to both the 

Atlantic and Continental regions, with 96 % and 95 % of 

the habitat types in unfavourable status, respectively (i.e., 

27 out of 28 habitat types in the Atlantic region and 39 out 

of 41 habitat types in the Continental region). Caves and 

underground cavities were the only exceptions. Among 

the habitat types that are particularly threatened, some 

are highly specific and concern very small areas that are 

disconnected from each other to varying degrees. This 

is the case for calcareous grasslands (covering 5.1 km², 

or 0.03 % of Wallonia) or nardus grasslands (6.2 km², or 

0.04 %), and wetlands such as alkaline fens (0.3 km², or 

0.002 %), wooded fens (9.0 km², or 0.05 %) or wet heaths 

(30.1 km², or 0.18%). Besides being isolated, these habi-

tats are disadvantaged by the disappearance of typical 

species following the clearing or the reforestation in 

the grassy formations, or the extension of the purple 

moorgrass on the wet heaths and the peat bogs. Other 

threatened habitat types are more widely distributed. 

This is the case for the different types of beech forests 

for example (1,068 km², or 6.32 %) which suffer from a low 

diversity of species or too much soil compaction.

Some habitats in unfavourable status, however, showed 

an improving trend over the period 2007 - 2019. This 

was the case for peaty habitats, grasslands or calcareous 

grasslands which benefited from restoration work in the 

context of LIFE projects (projects co-financed by the 

EU), and for alluvial forests which benefit from measures 

regulating coniferous plantations along waterways. But 

overall, these habitats are still disadvantaged by the 

fact that they are too small and not well connected to 

each other.

Bio-geographical regions in Wallonia
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Red lists of species: an international 
indicator relevant for Wallonia

Developed by the International Union for Conservation 

of Nature (IUCN), the Red List concept is a system for 

classifying species according to their risk of extinction. 

This risk depends on various criteria: the size of the 

populations, the degree of isolation of these popula-

tions, the surface taken up... At the level of Wallonia, 

red lists were drawn up from 2005 to 2021 for 9 groups 

of species. The species considered threatened are 

all species judged to be vulnerable, endangered or 

critically endangered. Of the total of 1,322 species of 

vascular plants in Wallonia, 448 are considered endan-

gered (34 %). For ground beetles, this includes 109 

species out of 319 (34 %); for butterflies, 34 out of 85 

(40 %); for dragonflies, 15 out of 58 (26 %); for fish, 15 

out of 36 (42 %); for amphibians, 2 out of 12 (17 %); 

for reptiles, 3 out of 7 (43 %); for birds, 49 out of 151 

(32 %); for bats, 8 out of 20 (40 %). Vascular plants, 

ground beetles, and birds show the highest propor-

tions of species considered endangered and critically 

endangered. These red lists also list extinct species 

(the reference period being variable depending on 

the species group). The most affected groups are vas-

cular plants (115 species extinct at the regional level 

since 1995), ground beetles (46 species extinct since 

1995), butterflies (18 species extinct since 1998) and 

birds (12 species extinct since 1990).

These groups for which red lists have been established 

are groups that benefit from methodical monitoring, for 

example because they are made up of a relatively small 

number of species (which facilitates the sampling work), 

or because they are of interest to naturalists (which 

ensures the collection of a lot of data), or because they 

are good indicators of environmental changes. Red lists 

ought to be developed for other species groups.

Endangered species
(among the groups studied)

Vascular plants Ground beetles Day butterflies

Dragonflies Fish
Amphibians

Reptiles Birds Bats

4
48 out of 1,322 (2005) 34 out of 85 (2008)

15

out of 58 (2020) 15

out of 36 (2005) 2 out of 12 (2021)

3 out of 7 (2021)

49 out of 151 (2
021) 8 out of 20 (2021)

109 out of 319 (2005

Additional indicators for a more 
comprehensive overview

The indicators discussed in the previous paragraphs 

have the advantage of being internationally reco-

gnised and easily comparable across countries, but 

they have limitations. For example, composite indi-

cators such as red lists do not always allow for an 

understanding of the phenomena at work. Indicators 

based on species and habitats of European interest 

refer to only part of the biodiversity. Indeed, they are 

mostly related to what is called extraordinary biodi-

versity: rare, emblematic, endangered or protected 

species and habitats. And yet most biodiversity is 

made up of more common species and habitats: this is 

the so-called ordinary biodiversity, i.e. the biodiversity 

of our daily environment. Although more abundant 

and widespread, these common species and familiar 

habitats (e.g., hedgehogs and ponds) also show signs 

of degradation. In order to have a comprehensive 

overview of the pressures exerted on the environment 

and the state of biodiversity, it is therefore essential to 

analyse other types of indicators, such as those listed 

in the following paragraphs.
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PRESSURES ON THE ENVIRONMENTS 
AND THEIR CONSEQUENCES  

Forest environments: between human 
intervention and their natural state

Covering nearly 1/3 of the territory, forest envi-

ronments constitute major ecosystems in 

Wallonia. These environments, extremely 

important for biodiversity, have undergone pro-

found transformations in recent centuries, to varying 

degrees. Originally, the Walloon forest was made 

up of hardwood stands, regeneration areas (young 

stands) and open areas (clearings, etc.). The evolu-

tion of society's needs, practices and forestry choices 

has, over time, transformed forest environments, 

both in terms of their composition and their struc-

ture. Softwood species (fast-growing and allowing 

the valorisation of poor land) have gradually taken 

over and currently make up 42 % of Wallonia's pro-

ductive forest. The composition of forest stands has 

been greatly simplified as a result: in 2018, 57 % of 

these were composed of only one or two different 

species. Stands with an irregular structure, or mul-

ti-level structure, have lost ground, being gradually 

converted into regular, mostly coniferous, stands5, as 

such formations make it possible to maximise pro-

duction and facilitate harvesting. The most common 

method of harvesting is clear-cutting, which allows 

for easier extraction and a high yield, but which has 

a drastic impact on the environment: sudden modi-

fication of the ecosystem, disturbance of the flora 

and fauna, compaction and degradation of the soil, 

erosion, etc. In this context of simplification of the 

forest ecosystem, the quantity of large trees, dying 

trees and dead trees has decreased. These are never-

theless important for many forest species of fungi, 

insects, birds, bats and small mammals. In 2018, 

almost 78 % of the inventoried hardwood forests did 

not contain any live trees with a large diameter (e.g. 

more than 240 cm circumference for oak or more 

than 220 cm for beech), whereas it is recommended 

to have at least 1 tree every 2 ha; the volume of dead 

wood in the forest averaged 10 m³ per ha (30 m³ per 

ha would be the ideal minimum volume(b)) and there 

were 0.65 dead trees per ha in public forest (it is 

recommended to have 2 per ha).

5 Forests composed of large mature trees from seedlings of the same age
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While forests and adjacent areas were in the past rela-

tively interwoven within the rural landscape, forming 

continuous, tiered edges that protected stands from 

wind and disease and provided favourable habitats 

for many species, the intensification of forestry and 

agricultural practices, as well as the fragmentation of 

properties, have transformed a large part of the edges 

into more abrupt junctures that are clearly less sup-

portive from an ecological perspective.

The result of these various transformations of the 

forest environment is a reduction in the area of old 

growth forests. The continuation of a forest, even if 

it is exploited, allows the preservation of a rich biolo-

gical heritage: dormant seeds in the soil, long-lived 

species such as lichens or fungi, species with low dis-

persal capacity such as plants or certain insects, etc. 

Since the end of the 18th century, 30  % of Walloon 

hardwood forests have been cleared for agriculture 

and 26% have been transformed into softwood plan-

tations. Only 44% of the forests have been relatively 

untouched by human activity and have remained conti-

nuously forested, regardless of the type of forestry 

practised(c).

Forest environments are also under pressure from wild 

ungulates such as wild boar, deer and roe deer whose 

populations have grown significantly in recent decades. 

Although ungulates play a beneficial role for the forest 

(seed dispersal and creating small open areas), over-

population has serious repercussions on the forest 

ecosystem: impaired habitats, barriers to the natural 

regeneration of stands and direct damage to trees, 

or, just in the case of wild boars, predation on insects, 

amphibians, reptiles and birds, and competition for 

prey. Between 2008 and 2015, 21 % of forest stands suf-

fered damage caused by wild ungulates.

In the current context of climate change, Walloon 

forests also suffer from stress and decay phenomena 

that deteriorate its general health. In 2020, abnor-

mal defoliation, a loss of more than 40% of the tree's 

foliage, was observed in 25 % of hardwoods and 60 % 

of softwoods. There are various factors influencing 

the health status of forests: extreme climatic episodes 

(heat, drought or excess of water, wind), insect pests 

such as bark beetles and defoliating caterpillars or 

pathogenic organisms, the intensity of fruiting, atmos-

pheric pollution, natural poverty in nutrients of certain 

soils and inadequacy of the planted species in relation 

to the conditions of the forest area.

Following the evolution of forest habitats, many spe-

cies have declined significantly in recent decades. 

Depending on the group, it is estimated that between 

20 % and 75 % of forest species have experienced 

significant contraction of their distribution area over 

the past century(d). As regards birds, the numbers of 

common birds6 populations strictly associated with 

forest environments showed an overall fall of 22 % 

between 1990 and 2020.

Agricultural environments: intensification of 
practices and standardisation of landscapes

As a major component of the territory, agricultu-

ral environments cover almost half of Wallonia. For 

centuries, traditional subsistence farming practices 

(mowing, extensive grazing, polyculture combined 

with a predominantly ovine livestock, etc.) have gra-

dually shaped a mosaic of environments: dry or wet 

grasslands grazed or not, cultivated fields, hedgerows, 

orchards, etc. Small natural elements punctuated the 

landscape such as hedges, isolated trees, ponds, 

slopes and hollows. A wide range of plant and animal 

species adapted to these habitats. In the cultivated 

fields scattered with messicole plants (field poppies or 

corn cockles), the skylark, the corn bunting, the par-

tridge, the hare and the vole have thrived. In the dry 

or humid grasslands, the corncrake, whinchat, grea-

ter horseshoe bat and shrews have thrived around 

the numerous herbaceous species (knapweed, bis-

tort or orchids) attracting butterflies and dragonflies. 

Hedged farmland and orchards have welcomed the 

red-backed shrike, the barn owl, the adder and the 

stoat. Ponds, embankments and other elements have 

further favoured the presence of newts, salamanders 

and snakes.

6 Common birds species are the most common breeding bird species. These species are monitored annually.
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From the 1960s onwards, the drive for greater producti-

vity led to changes in farming practices and transformed 

the agricultural environment. The growing speciali-

sation by the switch from a system of polyculture to 

monocultures, as well as an intensification of mechani-

sation led to the simplification of environments, larger 

agricultural plots and the loss of structuring elements 

in the landscape such as hedges, ponds and copses. 

For example, in some regions of Hainaut or Walloon 

Brabant, which once had abundant ponds, more than 

80% of the ponds shown on IGN maps published in 

the 1980s have disappeared(e). Permanent grasslands7 

have also gradually lost ground. The area taken up by 

these declined by 22 % between 1980 and 2019. They 

also suffer from overgrazing when the pressure of gra-

zing and trampling by livestock is too great, which 

impairs the regeneration of the herbaceous cover and 

reduces plant diversity. The switch from extensive to 

more intensive agriculture led to the use of fertilizers 

and pesticides, with harmful effects on natural envi-

ronments and food chains. Mechanized tillage caused 

soil compaction, contributing to erosion.

These evolutions affected all the fauna and flora asso-

ciated with agricultural environments. While these 

were widespread and abundant species in the early 

20th century, 75 of the 119 known species of messicole 

flowers in Wallonia, i.e. around 60 % of them, are now 

endangered or have disappeared(f), which has reper-

cussions on wild bee populations, 30 % of which are 

considered endangered in Belgium(g). However, these 

flowers ensure the reproduction, by pollination, of 

around 75 % of the plant species in our regions, inclu-

ding crops(h). In another dramatic decline, populations 

of common birds strictly associated with agricultu-

ral environments lost more than half their numbers 

(-60 %) between 1990 and 2020. This decline concerns 

both field crop and grassland species. Of these agri-

cultural birds, the corn bunting, turtledove, and grey 

partridge have suffered the most alarming declines: 

their populations have decreased by 99 %, 95 %, and 

92 %, respectively, over these 30 years.

7 In contrast to temporary grassland, which is put into crop rotation and therefore generally established for less than five years, permanent grassland is an area that is
always left in grass and is characterised by the absence of any tillage. The abundance of plant species is more important here.
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Open environments: a rare and threatened 
natural heritage

Natural in origin and sometimes shaped by tradi-

tional agricultural practices, the semi-natural open 

environments remaining in Wallonia occupy limited 

areas. These environments, which are particularly rich 

in biodiversity, have seen their surface areas decrease 

sharply and are threatened by the fact they are iso-

lated. Shaped by traditional pastoral practices, the 

moors, thickets, limestone lawns and narda grass-

lands are environments rich in numerous plant species 

(helianthemums, orchids and gentians) and animals 

(butterflies such as the Marsh Fritillary and the brown 

argus). Since the end of the 18th century, the aban-

donment of pastoralism has led to the clearing and 

then spontaneous reforesting and drastic extinction of 

these environments (for some types, a loss of more 

than 99 % of the historically known surface(i)), causing 

the regression of typical species. Other types of open 

habitats of significant biological interest, the peaty 

environments of the Ardennes uplands are the result 

of a combination of specific ecological and climatic 

conditions (altitude, impermeability of the soil, low 

temperatures, abundant rainfall). They are home to 

emblematic species such as the critically endange-

red black grouse as well as a flora and fauna typical 

of these environments (sphagnum moss, heather and 

cottongrass, butterflies such as the cranberry fritillary 

and dragonflies such as the subarctic darner). The 

peaty environments have been exploited since the 

15th century: for peat extraction, drainage and, later, 

spruce plantations. There are currently 120 ha of intact 

raised bogs on the Hautes Fagnes and Tailles pla-

teaus, compared to 2,000 ha a thousand years ago.

In recent decades, artificialisation, transformation into 

intensively managed grasslands, afforestation and the 

spread of invasive exotic species are all pressures that 

have affected and are still affecting these open environ-

ments. Moreover, being naturally poor in mineral and 

nutritive elements, these environments remain highly 

sensitive to atmospheric deposition of nitrogenous 

pollutants, mainly from agricultural activity (volati-

lisation from livestock effluents). When they are in 

excess, these nitrogenous deposits cause imbalances 

in these environments that lead to the regression and 

disappearance of certain plant species. In 2015, 95 % 

of open environments were still impacted by excess 

nitrogen deposition.

Aquatic environments: water pollution 
and the degradation of watercourses and 
associated habitats

Aquatic environments such as wetlands, water bodies 

and rivers are essential environments for many orga-

nisms, both aquatic and terrestrial. Wetlands and water 

bodies have become scarce during the 20th century, 

as a result of their drying out, drainage, exploitation of 

valley bottoms, filling in or gradual invasion by vege-

tation. Besides their importance for biodiversity, these 

environments play a role in water purification and the 

functioning of hydrological regimes on a larger scale 

(regulation of water during heavy rainfall). Some of the 

Walloon watercourses have also been transformed to 

allow or facilitate certain uses such as navigation and 

flood management. Modifications such as channelling 

watercourses, diking banks, constructing dams, sim-

plifying water routes or draining adjacent floodplains 

have modified the morphology of watercourses and 

fragmented and artificialised them, with direct conse-

quences on the distribution of animal and plant 

communities. In 2018, 40 % of surface water bodies 

had average to poor quality morphology. As regards  

water quality, the Walloon watercourses are affected 

by various types of pollution: organic matter, excess 

nitrogen or phosphorus, micropollutants such as trace 

metals and pesticides. This pollution comes from agri-

culture, industry or households. For example, in 2018, 

39 % of the monitoring sites recorded eutrophication, 

i.e., excessive nutrient inputs (e.g., phosphates from

fertilizers) which leads to prolific plant growth resul-

ting in oxygen depletion in the water, which is harmful

to aquatic organisms. The status of the aquatic flora

and fauna (microalgae, aquatic plants, invertebrates,

fish), in other words the biological status of a water-

course is directly dependent on the water quality

and the morphology of the watercourse. In 2018, the

biological status was average to poor for 50 % of the

surface water bodies, meaning that the disturbances

in these water bodies prevent the aquatic environment
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from meeting the requirements of all the species that 

are supposed to naturally evolve in them. It should 

be noted that climate change, in particular drought 

events and heatwaves, is exacerbating the situation 

with respect to both habitat availability and water qua-

lity.

Artificialised environments: loss of habitats 
and ecological connections

Wallonia is a densely populated region. The demand 

for housing has been the main driver of the gradual 

artificialisation of the territory, and this has been 

mainly at the expense of agricultural land. In 2020, 

artificialised surfaces8  covered at least 11 % of the 

territory (maximum 16 %), or 44 % more than in 1985. 

This artificialisation brought about by the construction 

of housing, commercial buildings, industrial zones and 

transport networks has various consequences on bio-

diversity. Artificialisation causes the disappearance of 

environments which are conducive to fauna and flora, 

and also causes their fragmentation. By fracturing the 

ecological continuity, the fragmentation of natural 

environments isolates animal and plant populations, 

which leads to genetic impoverishment of popula-

tions and increases their likelihood of extinction. It 

should be stressed that in addition to fragmentation, 

transport networks have impacts in terms of direct 

mortality or light pollution. Indeed, street lighting 

at night causes various nuisances for many species 

of insects, amphibians and bats, such as orientation 

problems or disrupted biological rhythms by chan-

ging the periods of searching for food for example. 

With just over 4,800 km of roads and motorways per 

1,000 km², Wallonia has a road network density 4 times 

higher than the European network. Artificialised envi-

ronments (which include gardens, for example) are 

not, however, devoid of biodiversity: their potential for 

hosting biodiversity can be optimised by implemen-

ting certain favourable measures.

8Surfaces removed from their natural, forest or agricultural state, whether or not they are built upon and whether or not they are paved

The walloon environment in 10 infographics BIODIVERSITY

133

9



Invasive alien species: a growing pressure 
on all environments in Wallonia

Displaced from their natural distribution area, alien 

species have been and continue to be introduced into 

Wallonia, inadvertently or otherwise, through trade and 

international movements. Nearly 1,500 alien species are 

currently known in Wallonia, of which 1∕3 are conside-

red established, i.e. capable of maintaining sustainable 

populations. Some of these species have proved to be 

invasive, no longer being regulated by their natural pre-

dators or by the pathogens and parasites they face in 

their region of origin. They can cause socio-economic 

damage (e.g., damage to dykes by muskrat burrows), 

health damage (e.g., burns from Giant Hogweed sap), 

and most importantly, environmental damage, impac-

ting native species and the functioning of ecosystems. 

There are various examples: the suffocating of aquatic 

environments by floating pennywort or water primrose, 

the invasion of open environments by dense masses of 

Japanese knotweed, competition from North American 

crayfish with the native crayfish and the predation by 

raccoons on numerous protected species of aquatic 

molluscs, amphibians, reptiles and birds. In general, 

environments that have been disturbed, polluted or 

transformed by human activities are more likely to be 

colonised by invasive alien species. In Wallonia, the 

degree of invasion is in effect more significant overall 

in the north of the Sambre-et-Meuse corridor, which is 

more artificialised than the south. The main arteries of 

the transport networks (roads, railways, waterways) also 

serve as dispersion corridors. However, natural habitats 

are not spared and invasive alien species exert pressure 

on various semi-natural habitats, particularly aquatic 

and riparian environments. Invasive alien species have 

been identified as a moderate to high threat to 45% of 

habitats of European interest; the level of threat to spe-

cies of European interest has not yet been estimated.

The Walloon environment in 10 infographics BIODIVERSITY

134



MEASURES PUT IN PLACE AND THE MAIN RESULTS 

From the protection and restoration of natural sites, 

to implementing more specific actions, various 

measures have been taken in Wallonia to halt the 

decline of biodiversity, an objective that has long been 

incorporated into various international commitments. 

The following is an overview of the key actions taken 

and some of the results observed.

Protection and restoration of habitats and 
species

Since the end of the 1960s, giving natural sites protec-

tion status has effectively granted them a high level 

of protection. These specific statuses (state-owned or 

approved nature reserve, forest reserve, wetland of bio-

logical interest, underground cavity of scientific interest 

and integral forest reserve) confer a strict protection 

regime on these sites where nature conservation is the 

main priority. Conservation management measures 

(e.g., extensive mowing or grazing in open areas) can 

be implemented for these protected natural sites, 

which covered 1.3 % of Wallonia at the end of 2020. It 

should be noted, however, that according to the objec-

tives of the European Union's Biodiversity Strategy for 

2030, 10 % of the territory should be under good pro-

tection status.

Another type of protection, the Natura 2000 network 

aims to ensure, in combination with human activities, the 

long-term survival of species and habitats of European 

interest under the "Birds" and "Habitats" directives. 

Natura 2000 status has been granted in Wallonia to 

240 sites, for an area equivalent to 13 % of the territory. 

These sites benefit from general protection measures 

(certain actions prohibited or subject to authorisation or 

notification). Management plans have also been adop-

ted for each of these sites. These management plans 

are non-binding and propose a range of actions to be 

carried out by the owner on a voluntary basis. Examples 

include digging ponds or cutting coniferous trees in 

areas such as peat bogs or moors. 

In order to envisage the restoration of species and 

habitats of European interest on a broader scale, some 

of these are also the subject of action plans that set 

out the measures to be taken outside the Natura 2000 

network.  

Finally, LIFE projects co-financed by the EU have been 

conducted since 1994, targeting in particular species 

and habitats of European interest such as the otter or 

the pearl mussel and the calcareous grasslands or peaty 

environments. With regard to the latter, 730 ha were 

restored between 2002 and 2020, and 1,080 ponds were 

dug.

MAIN MEASURES PUT IN PLACE
Protection and restoration of habitats 
and species
Protected natural sites, Natura 2000, LIFE 
projects

Sustainable and multifunctional forest 
management - Revision of the Forestry Code

Consideration for nature at the heart 
of human activity
Arrangements by various actors: hedges, 
trees, honey-producing zones, ponds, 
banks, roadsides, etc.

Control of invasive alien species
Control plans and management sitesConsideration for biodiversity 

in agricultural environments
Agri-environment climate measures 
(AECM), organic farming

Sectoral measures to benefit water
Water sanitation, reduction of discharges, 
removal of barriers to fish movement

Ecological network
Adoption of ecological links

Agricultural 
environments

Aquatic 
environments

Forest
environements
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Adoption of ecological links

Protecting and restoring islands of biodiversity is not 

enough. It is crucial to create and preserve natural 

connections between these protected areas, in order to 

ensure an ecological network in the territory and thus 

allow a genetic mixing of the populations to maintain 

them in good health. That is the idea of the ecological 

network, for which a theoretical mapping proposal, the 

main ecological structure, has existed for many years 

in Wallonia. The Walloon government has taken a first 

step in recognising such a network by adopting the 

"ecological links". These are potential dispersal routes 

for flora and fauna, defined in particular on the basis of 

the grid of hardwood forests or alluvial plains, with the 

aim of guaranteeing transitional spaces between their 

biotopes for animal and plant species. The Walloon 

government has undertaken to preserve these eco-

logical links and limit any further fragmentation or 

artificialisation of the territory.

Forest environments: towards a sustainable 
and multifunctional management

Originally focused on the economic aspect of forests, 

the Walloon Forestry Code was revised in 2008 to stren-

gthen the environmental function of the forest through 

the following objectives: tackling global warming, 

safeguarding biodiversity, combating fragmentation 

and diversifying forests. Since then, it has promoted 

forests with mixed species and multiple ages, and has 

set measures to promote biodiversity: choosing spe-

cies adapted to local conditions, limiting clear-cutting 

or drainage, banning the use of pesticides, and, for 

public forests, maintaining dead trees, exceptionally 

large trees or trees with cavities. Another advance 

from the revised Forestry Code relates to old-growth 

forests: in public forests, these must now be given prio-

rity for conservation in order to preserve characteristic, 

rare or sensitive facies. In addition, 27 % of Wallonia's 

forest areas are included in the Natura 2000 network 

(constituting 70 % of the network) and should therefore 

be subject to sustainable and multifunctional mana-

gement. The increase in bat populations observed in 

recent years could be related to these positive evolu-

tions, as many bat species are in effect linked to forest 

environments. These populations tripled between 1995 

and 2016. It should be noted, however, that the total 

numbers remain low and far removed from those obser-

ved in the 1950s. 

Agricultural environments: various supports 
for the inclusion of biodiversity

Promoting biodiversity in agricultural areas is essential, 

given the extent of these areas and the fact that they 

are typical habitats for many animal and plant species. 

Involving farmers makes it possible to manage the rich 

heritage of these environments. Support mechanisms 

for the development of biodiversity-friendly agricultural 

practices have been put in place in Wallonia. Farmers 

can benefit from financial aid for the voluntary imple-

mentation of agri-environmental and climatic methods 

(AECM) which are favourable to the conservation and 

improvement of the environment (planting of hedges, 

installation of flower strips, etc.). In 2020, the participa-

tion rate of producers in at least one AECM was 46%. 

These AECMs have led to local successes, such as a rise 

in the population of the whinchat following the applica-

tion of targeted methods. For agricultural land located 

within the Natura 2000 network, financial support and 

tax benefits are granted to farmers provided that mana-

gement measures favourable to the maintenance of 

targeted habitats and species are complied with. This 

concerned 5.5 % of the utilised agricultural area (UAA) 

in 2017. Finally, it should be noted that 15 % of Walloon 

farms converted to organic farming in 2020, representing 

12 % of the UAA, and were therefore obliged to comply 

with low-pressure production methods (e.g. no pesti-

cides).

The EU's Biodiversity Strategy 2030 stresses the urgency 

of ensuring that at least 10 % of the agricul-tural area 

consists of topographical features with high biological 

diversity: buffer strips, fallow land, hedges, non-

productive trees, ponds, etc. Member States must 

translate this 10 % target into ensuring connectivity 

between habitats. A recent study(j) based on reference 

literature for ecological contexts similar to Wallonia's, is in 

the same vein and stipulates that the area supporting 

biodiversity (to which a share of the areas under AECM 

and Natura 2000 contributes) should reach a minimum 
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of 10 % of the areas under crops and 15 % of the areas 

under permanent grassland to ensure the conservation 

of species and natural habitats and to provide support 

for the agro-ecological balances that favour agricultural 

production. In 2020, these minimum requirements were 

not met as the estimated area supporting biodiversity 

was 1.5-2 % of the area under crops and nearly 11 % of 

the area under permanent grassland. In addition to this 

quantitative criterion, there is a distribution criterion: it 

is essential that the components of the area supporting 

biodiversity form a network throughout the territory.

Aquatic environments: sectoral measures to 
benefit water

In order to improve the status of water bodies, the River 

Basin Management Plans (RBMPs) envisage a range of 

measures. These concern wastewater treatment, redu-

cing industrial discharges, reducing pressures linked to 

agriculture and improving the morphology of water-

courses. In agriculture, this may involve prohibiting 

the access of livestock to watercourses, implementing 

measures in the Walloon Pesticide Reduction Program 

(PWRP) or the Sustainable management programme 

for nitrogen in agriculture (PGDA), or controlling soil 

erosion and sediment input to watercourses. The mea-

sures to restore the morphology of watercourses, such 

as removing barriers to fish movement and rehabiliting 

river flows, have clearly played a significant role in the 

gradual success of the program to reintroduce Atlantic 

salmon in the Meuse basin. The first returns of adult 

salmon to spawning grounds were observed in 2002. It 

should be noted that beyond the removal of physical 

barriers, the return of migratory fish and, more gene-

rally, the state of aquatic fauna and flora, depend on 

water quality and the overall conservation status of 

aquatic habitats (rivers, associated wetlands and sta-

gnant water environments) for which progress still 

needs to be made.
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Consideration for nature at the heart of 
human activities

To support biodiversity outside protected areas and 

within areas with more ordinary nature, various pro-

grams are implemented with the financial support 

of the Public Service of Wallonia (SPW) by a range of 

actors (municipalities, businesses, schools, individuals, 

river contracts, etc.). Planting hedges or trees, installing 

honey-producing zones such as orchards or flowering 

meadows, developing ponds, the balanced manage-

ment of roadsides and restoring riverbanks are all efforts 

that promote the maintenance of a more ordinary but 

no less important biodiversity at the heart of human 

activities. For example, in 2019, 35 % of municipalities 

developed a Municipal nature development plan in 

consultation with local stakeholders, 90 % were partners 

in a river contract and 88 % had a program to delay 

the mowing of roadside verges. As regards businesses, 

sectoral charters have been signed between the Public 

Service of Wallonia and the federations of the industrial 

sectors concerned, with the aim of increasing the capa-

city of the relevant sites to host biodiversity. This is the 

case for the quarrying sector, for example.

Control of invasive alien species

Some invasive alien species are considered of concern 

by the European Union. For these species, Member 

States are required to put in place effective prevention 

and management measures. In Wallonia, 27 of the 66 

species in question are established, among which the 

most widespread and most damaging species at pre-

sent are the Tree of Heaven, the giant hogweed, the 

Asian hornet, the muskrat and the raccoon. Objectives 

for controlling these species have been laid down for 

each of them (eradication, containment, or mitigation), 

coordinated control plans have been established, and 

management sites have been set up for some of the 

species that can still be controlled. These sites have 

mainly targeted plant species such as the Himalayan 

balsam, giant hogweed, Italian arum or floating pen-

nywort, but also animal species such as the muskrat and 

Asian hornet. Encouraging results have been achieved 

when sufficient resources have been invested in control, 

as is the case with giant hogweed, floating pennywort 

and muskrat, for example. The mobilising additional 

resources is under discussion to curb the phenomenon 

and limit the impacts of these species on Walloon bio-

diversity.
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OBJECTIVES TO PURSUE AND CHALLENGES TO OVERCOME  

The significant improvements observed locally 

or for certain groups of species or habitat 

types show that it is possible to reverse 

the trend of biodiversity erosion in Wallonia. 

But significant challenges remain. Restoring and 

preserving biodiversity is based primarily on three 

strands: (1) placing natural sites under protection 

status and actively managing them, (2) taking nature 

into account in human activities throughout the 

territory and (3) monitoring the state of biodiversity.

Placing under protection status and 
management of natural sites

Most of the Walloon territory does not currently 

benefit from any protection status. In this context, it is 

necessary to bolster protected areas. This is one of the 

objectives set out in the Regional Policy Declaration 

2019 - 2024, which provides for the recognition of 

approximately 1,000 ha of new nature reserves per 

year. Following the adoption of the ecological links, 

the government also intends to give legal value to the 

entire ecological network in Wallonia, brought about 

by the main eco-logical structure. In addition to the 

protected natural sites and Natura 2000 sites, this list 

includes other sites of major biological interest that 

are not yet protected and are sometimes assigned 

to urban areas, and are therefore threatened with 

disappearance.

Beyond the granting of protection status, it is in fact 

the restoration within protected areas that advances 

biodi-versity. Active management of protected 

natural sites and the Natura 2000 network is 

therefore essential, particularly in open and aquatic 

environments. In this regard, efforts are still necessary, 

in particular to coordi-nate this management and 

ensure that the restorations are long-lasting. For 

species and habitats of European interest, the 

Walloon Government has undertaken to restore 

species population levels and improve habitat quality 

by 2025 and in Natura 2000 sites. To achieve this 

objective, it will be essential to also work outside the 

Natura 2000 network, since the conservation status is 

evaluated at the level of the territory.

Consideration for nature in human activities 
throughout the territory

Most of the Walloon territory is used by people for 

various purposes (forestry, agriculture, industry, hou-

sing, etc.) which exert pressure on the environment. 

Having consideration for biodiversity within these acti-

vities and throughout the territory is essential. 

As regards forestry, the transition to a mixed-species, 

multi-age forest should be pursued, ensuring the 

sustainability of the forests, maintaining large trees 

and dead wood, and reducing the pressure on the 

soil from forestry machinery. It is also crucial to solve 

the problem of the overpopulation of wild ungulates, 

whose impact on the natural regeneration of stands 

and plantations as well as on forest flora and fauna 

remains significant. In Wallonia, the regulation of wild 

fauna is mainly delegated by the legislator to hunters. 

It is clear that management in this way does not make 

it possible to reach the objective of population reduc-

tion. This is due in particular to the variability of the 

measures put in place over the course of the legisla-

tures, particularly with regard to the ban on feeding or 

fencing in the forest, and the low level of fines if shoo-

ting plans are not carried out. As was the case for the 

Forestry Code, the Hunting Act, which was enacted in 

1882, needs to be revised to place it in a context of 

sustainable management.

In the area of agriculture, in order to achieve mea-

surable effects on a regional scale, a greater proportion 

of areas under AECM and a better distribution of these 

in the agricultural landscape would be necessary, as 

would the continued development of targeted AECM, 

adapted to the ecological requirements of the most 

endangered agricultural species. However, the invol-

vement of farmers will continue to depend on the 

availability of the aid granted to them, how attractive 

this aid is, the ease of implementation and the clarity 

of the control procedures. Furthermore, it is advisable 

to extend the areas managed less intensively, as well 

as the areas under organic farming which, according 

to the Plan for the development of organic farming in 
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Wallonia, should reach 30 % of the Walloon UAA by 

2030. More generally, it is essential to initiate the switch 

to other modes of production (agroecology9, agrofo-

restry10, feed autonomy, etc.).

As regards the other sectors of activity, it is crucial to 

continue taking biodiversity into account wherever pos-

sible. A Walloon biodiversity strategy (360° Biodiversity 

Strategy) is currently being drawn up. Among other 

things, it aims to achieve the cross-cutting integration 

of biodiversity in all sectoral policies. 

At the territorial level, it is essential to halt artificiali-

sation. By adopting the Regional Development Plan in 

2019, for which the date of entry into force is still uncon-

firmed, the Walloon government has undertaken to halt 

any net increase in artificialised surface area by 2050, 

in line with the European "no net land take" objective. 

Moreover, the greening of artificialised areas should 

be looked into, to benefit from the positive effects of 

greening on biodiversity and the environment in the 

broadest sense: improved air quality or temperature 

regulation in summer, for example.

Monitoring the status of biodiversity

Achieving the biodiversity objectives (some of which 

are included in the Walloon Recovery Plan) requires 

a sound knowledge of the state of Wallonia's natural 

heritage and permanent monitoring to ensure the rele-

vance and effectiveness of the measures applied. The 

level of knowledge on Walloon biodiversity continues 

to grow, but there are still gaps that need to be filled 

by setting aside adequate resources for research and 

monitoring. It should also be noted that it is crucial to 

effectively monitor environmental violations and follow 

up on their remediation, which also requires enhanced 

budgetary and human resources. Finally, it is impera-

tive to organise monitoring for the implementation of 

the measures taken, and to ensure that these measures 

continue over time, regardless of the legislatures.

9  Agricultural production system aiming to reduce pressures by making the best use of biological diversity and natural processes (nitrogen, carbon and water cycles,
biological balances between pests and crop auxilliaries, etc.)

10 A combination of trees and crops or animals on the same parcel
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