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1. Background  

 

On 20 March 2014 Belgium issued a Royal Decree to establish the marine spatial plan (MSP).  In the 

MSP, the use of space in the Belgian part of the North Sea (BPNS) is established for the period 2014-

2020. The MSP defines zones for energy, cables and pipelines, and regulates, among others, the 

following activities: shipping, port development, dredging disposal, fisheries, marine aquaculture and 

military use. The MSP also defines nature conservation areas and provides for a number of fisheries 

measures. Some of these fisheries measures are spatial measures which have been specifically designed 

with a view to achieving a 'good environmental status'1, as required under the Marine Strategy 

Framework Directive (MSFD)2 (see 1.1 below). 

However, the aforementioned measures aimed at achieving a 'good environmental status' have not yet 

entered into force and will first need to be ratified by the European Commission.  In accordance with 

Articles 11 and 18 of the Basic Regulation on the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP)3, fisheries measures 

that are taken in implementation of certain Union environmental legislation, including the MSFD, must 

first be approved by a delegated or implementing decision of the European Commission. For this reason, 

in this document we will often refer to 'proposed' measures. 

This document has been drawn up jointly by the Marine Environment Service of the Directorate-General 

for the Environment of the FPS Health, Food Chain Safety and Environment, and the Fisheries Service of 

the Flemish Agriculture and Fisheries Department. Its aim, together with the attached annexes, is to 

provide 'relevant information' to the European Commission and the Member States with a direct 

management interest in the context of the approval procedure of the proposed measures in accordance 

with Article 11(3) CFP. When drawing up the document, the guidelines of DG MARE and DG ENV of the 

European Commission, 'Fisheries Measures for Marine Natura 2000 Sites – A consistent approach to 

                                                           
1
 Art. 6, §1 and §3 MSP 

2
 Directive 2008/56/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 June 2008 establishing a framework 

for community action in the field of marine environmental policy. 
3
 Basic Regulation on the Common Fisheries Policy (EU) No 1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of the 

Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy, amending Council Regulations (EC) No 1954/2003 

and (EC) No 1224/2009 and repealing Council Regulations (EC) No 2371/2002 and (EC) No 639/2004 and Council 

Decision 2004/585/EC. 

For more information, see the following attached document: 

Annex 1:  Belgian State (2012). Determination of Good Environmental Status & establishment of 

Environmental Targets for the Belgian marine waters. Marine Strategy Framework Directive – Art 9 

& 10. BMM, Federal Public Service Public Health, Food Chain Safety and Environment, Brussels, 

Belgium, 34 pp. (in French) 
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requests for fisheries management measures under the Common Fisheries Policy', which date from 2008, 

were also taken into account.4 

In the first introductory chapter of this document, we will start by defining the term 'good 

environmental status' from the MSFD. We will also describe the location of the nature conservation 

areas in the BPNS. In the second chapter, we will take a look at each of the proposed measures, and 

explain the results of the public consultation of the MSP. The third chapter contains a description of the 

habitats in the BPNS and their sensitivity to seabed-disturbing fishing activities. The fourth chapter 

provides a table summarising the activities that take place in the BPNS. In the fifth chapter fleet activity 

is described. In the sixth chapter the proportionality of the proposed measures will be discussed. Finally, 

the last two chapters, will focus on the enforcement of the proposed measures and the monitoring of 

the status of the marine environment in the BPNS respectively. 

1.1 Achieving a 'good environmental status' (MSFD) 

The proposed fisheries measures in the MSP were defined in implementation of the MSFD with a view 

to achieving a 'good environmental status' (GES). The MSFD requires Member States to achieve or 

maintain a 'good environmental status' by 2020.  

Each Member State has to define a good environmental status for its territory and develop 

environmental targets based on 11 qualitative descriptive elements (‘descriptors’), such as biodiversity, 

non-native species, commercial fish stocks, marine food chains, eutrophication, integrity of the seabed, 

hydrographic properties, contamination, marine debris and energy, including underwater noise. Based 

on these 'descriptors' Belgium defined 50 environmental targets for the BPNS. 5 These environmental 

targets were submitted to the European Commission by Belgium in 2012 and ratified by the European 

Commission in March 2014. 

In relation to the descriptors 'biodiversity' and 'integrity of the seabed', Belgium decided that seabed-

disturbing fishing techniques must be reduced as much as possible. The following environmental targets 

were defined:  

• • Positive trend in sea floor surface area permanently devoid of bottom-contacting fishing 

gear disturbance within each of the benthic habitat types (= pressure indicator), as to allow a natural 

development of the benthic fauna and flora and as to minimise artificial fragmentation of the seafloor (= 

desired state). 

• • Positive trend in sea floor surface area disturbed only by alternative, environment-

friendly fishing gear which pursues a substantial reduction of bottom disturbance within each of the 

                                                           
4
 However, it must be noted that these guidelines refer to the old CFP and hence were not designed in view of the 

approval procedure of Article 11 CFP.  
5
 Belgian State, 2012. Determination of Good Environmental Status & establishment of Environmental Targets for 

the Belgian marine waters. Marine Strategy Framework Directive – Art 9 & 10. BMM, Federal Public Service Public 

Health, Food Chain Safety and Environment, Brussels, Belgium, 34 pp.  
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benthic habitat types (= pressure indicator), as to allow for an improved benthic habitat quality and as to 

minimise artificial fragmentation of the seafloor (= desired state). 

In accordance with these environmental targets, Belgium included fisheries measures in the MSP which 

prohibit or considerably reduce the disturbance of the seabed in certain zones (i.e. the 'proposed 

measures', see Chapter 2 below).  

1.2 Definition of nature areas in the MSP 

The MSP defines certain nature conservation areas within the BPNS. These areas are part of a European 

network of protected areas which contain species and/or habitats that are of Community importance. 

These areas were already defined before the adoption of MSP in the framework of the Habitats 

Directive and the Birds Directive (the so-called 'Natura 2000' areas).  

The Habitats Directive and the Birds Directive impose the obligation on the Member States to identify 

and protect areas with a view to maintaining species or habitats at a 'favourable conservation status'. 

The delimitation of these areas is linked to conservation objectives, and to the obligation of  taking 

maintenance or restoration measures when necessary.6 

Therefore, the following Natura 2000 areas were defined within the BPNS: three protection areas under 

the Birds Directive (SBZ 1, SBZ 2 and SBZ 3) for the protection of certain bird species as provided for in 

the Birds Directive, and one protection area under the Habitats Directive (the 'Vlaamse Banken' or 

'Flemish Banks') for the protection of certain habitats as provided for in the Habitats Directive (see Fig. 

1). 

As will be discussed in Chapter 2, four of the proposed spatial measures are situated within the Natura 

2000 area the Flemish Banks (i.e. zones 1-4 in the Flemish Banks, see Fig. 1). Consequently, these 

measures will not only contribute to achieving a 'good environmental status' as provided for by the 

MSFD, but are also important with a view to achieving a 'favourable conservation status' as required 

under the Habitats Directive.  

                                                           
6
 Annex 1 of the Marine Spatial Plan, pp. 132-133. 
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Fig. 1 – Natura 2000 areas in the BPNS shaded in green. Fisheries measures proposed in the Natura 2000 area the Flemish 

Banks are indicated in blue, as zones 1-4 (MSP, Annex 4, Map 1). 
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2. Measures proposed in the MSP  

2.1 Description of the proposed measures 

 

As mentioned above, the proposed fisheries measures in the BPNS in implementation of the MSFD can 

be found in the Royal Decree (RD) of 20 March 2014 to establish the marine spatial plan. 7  

This RD includes 4 Annexes: Annex 1: 'Spatial analysis of the sea areas' is included for information 

purposes; Annexes 2 and 3, respectively entitled 'Long-term vision, objectives, indicators and spatial 

policy decisions' and 'Actions and measures for implementing the marine spatial plan', are binding on 

the Federal Government. Annex 4 contains the maps. 

Where the fisheries measures are concerned, the following definitions apply with a view to the 

application of the RD (Chapter 1, Article 1): 

Seabed-disturbing fishing techniques: active fishing techniques that disturb the seabed habitat by 

dragging the fishing equipment along the seabed; 

 

Alternative seabed-disturbing fishing techniques: active seabed-disturbing fishing techniques which 

have modifications to reduce the impact on the seabed;  

 

Traditional seabed-disturbing fishing techniques: active seabed-disturbing fishing techniques which do 

not have modifications to reduce the impact on the seabed;  

 

Non-seabed-disturbing fishing techniques: active and passive fishing techniques that do not disturb the 

seabed habitat as this type of fishing only fishes in the water column or places static fishing 

equipment in the water;  

 

Coastal fisheries: fisheries active with fishing vessels with a gross tonnage of 70 or less;  

 

In the table below (Fig. 2), an overview is given of the different fishing techniques to which these 

definitions refer. 

 

                                                           
7
http://www.health.belgium.be/eportal/Environment/Environmentalrigh/Environmentalrights/PublicConsultations/seaspatialp

lan/index.htm 

 

For more information, see the following attached document: 

Annex 2:  Royal Decree establishing the Marine Spatial Plan of 20 March 2014 (in Dutch and in French, with an 

unofficial summary in English) with its four corresponding Annexes. 
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Fig. 2: Overview of the different fishing techniques to which the above definitions refer (MSP, 

Annex 1, p. 91)  
 

As a general rule, fisheries activities are not prohibited in any area within the BPNS.   Fisheries limiting 

measures however apply in three cases:  

 

• the limitations in accordance with the Royal Decree of 11 April 2012 establishing a safety zone 

around the artificial islands, installations and constructions for generating energy from the 

water, tides and wind in the sea area under Belgian jurisdiction;  

• a prohibition on seabed-disturbing fishing techniques in the area demarcated with a view to the 

protection of the now closed ammunition dump 'Paardenmarkt', which was created after WW I 

before the coast of Knokke-Heist (Art. 14 MSP); and  

• the spatial rules established in relation to fishing techniques with a view to achieving a 'good 

environmental status'. These are the proposed fisheries measures (Art. 6 MSP). In particular, it 

concerns five spatial measures: four zones located within the Flemish Banks, and one zone 

situated along the coastal area. 

 

It is for this third case that Art. 6 §4 MSP states that 'the allocation and spatial requirements regarding 

the use are subject to Article 11 of the Basic Regulation on the Common Fisheries Policy (EU) No 

1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common 

Fisheries Policy, amending Council Regulations (EC) No 1954/2003 and (EC) No 1224/2009 and repealing 

Council Regulations (EC) No 2371/2002 and (EC) No 639/2004 and Council Decision 2004/585/EC. These 

provisions enter into force after ratification by the European Commission'. 

 

Spatial measures in 4 areas within the 'Flemish Banks' (Fig. 1, p. 7) 

 

In Habitats Directive area the 'Flemish Banks', 4 zones were defined:  

 

1° Within zone 1, with the following coordinates (in projection WGS 84):  

1° 51.09469 N 2.54140 E  

2° 51.14990 N 2.49385 E  

3° 51.22609 N 2.70173 E  

4° 51.17053 N 2.75699 E  

all existing coastal fishing activities may be continued on condition that beams with wheels (“roller 

shoes”) are incorporated into the fishing equipment. For shrimp fishing a sieving net is obligatory. 
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Existing vessels may be replaced. New vessels are allowed to fish in the area using non-seabed-

disturbing fishing techniques.  

 

Sieving net shall mean the following: a conical shaped net rigged in the inside of a trawl net, 

at the front connected with its full circumference to the surrounding trawl net and at the 

rear part connected to an outlet in the belly of the trawl net. The mesh size of the sieve net 

is significantly larger than the mesh size of the trawl net. As such the smaller organisms go 

through the sieve net meshes into the cod-end, the larger organisms are guided by the sieve 

net to the outlet. 

 

Roller shoes can be defined as follows: trawl heads rigged with wheel shaped rollers allowing 

the trawl heads to roll over the seafloor rather than shove over the seafloor. 
 

 

2° Within zone 2, with the following coordinates (in projection WGS 84): 

1° 51.22179 N 2.72067 E  

2° 51.26197 N 2.68164 E  

3° 51.31412 N 2.82199 E  

4° 51.27949 N 2.87263 E  

only non-seabed-disturbing fishing techniques and testing of alternative seabed-disturbing fishing 

techniques are allowed. A three-year transition period is established during which existing fishing 

techniques in the area are still allowed.  

 

Clarification: 

- the transition period starts from the date of publication of the ratification of the fisheries 

measures in the Official Journal of the European Commission; 

- as there is no proposal for testing of 'alternative seabed-disturbing fishing techniques', for the time 

being, fishing in zone 2 will only be allowed using non-seabed-disturbing techniques. 

 

 

3° Within zone 3, with the following coordinates (in projection WGS 84): 

1° 51.42224 N 2.58086 E  

2° 51.45833 N 2.52708 E  

3° 51.48834 N 2.45091 E  

4° 51.51663 N 2.48007 E  

5° 51.48100 N 2.57800 E  

6° 51.44485 N 2.63069 E 

only non-seabed-disturbing fishing techniques are allowed.  

 

4° Within zone 4, with the following coordinates (in projection WGS 84):  
1° 51.39540 N 2.51862 E  

2° 51.42010 N 2.49147 E  

3° 51.44974 N 2.41779 E  

4° 51.48821 N 2.45186 E  

5° 51.45833 N 2.52708 E  
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6° 51.42224 N 2.58086 E  

only non-seabed-disturbing fishing techniques and testing of alternative seabed-disturbing fishing 

techniques are permitted.  

 

Clarification: 

- as there is no proposal for testing of 'alternative seabed-disturbing fishing techniques', for the time 

being, fishing in zone 4 is only permitted using non-seabed-disturbing techniques. 
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Spatial measure in the coastal zone of the Belgian part of the North Sea 

 

In order to preserve seabed integrity, fishing within an area of 4.5 nautical miles (NM) offshore is 

prohibited for fishing vessels having a gross tonnage of more than 70. This zone is measured from the 

baseline that serves as the reference for the width of the territorial sea of Belgium8 (Fig. 3). 

 

Fig. 3: Map showing the fishing zone limits for 3, 4.5 and 12 nautical miles 

 

                                                           
8
 Art. 6 §3 MSP; the 4.5 nautical mile limit is shown graphically in Annex 4 of the MSP, Map 4. 
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By way of information: 

 

The CFP states that European fishing vessels have a right to fish in the exclusive economic zone (EEZ).  

The Belgian territorial sea on the other hand (the area within the BPNS up to 12 NM from the baseline) 

is, in principle, reserved for Belgian fishing vessels. In addition, Dutch and French fishing vessels also 

have limited access to this area.  

 

Between 3 and 12 NM, Dutch fishing vessels are allowed fishing on all fish species. French ships only 

have access between 3 and 12 NM to fish herring.  

 

Between the baseline and 3 NM, in addition to Belgian coastal fishing vessels, also Dutch fishing vessels 

are allowed access. This 3 NM limit allowing fishing access to Dutch vessels dates back to the Benelux 

Treaty and will not be modified by the proposed measures.  Moreover, bilateral agreements between 

France and Belgium exist since 1976 in relation to the performance of seasonal fishing activities. In the 

framework of these agreements, there is an exception which allows three French shrimp vessels to fish 

up to the parallel of the Nieuwpoort lighthouse.  

 

 

Spatial measures in relation to recreational fishing activities 

 

The MSP also provides for measures in relation to recreational fishing activities.9 The MSP states that 

recreational fishing activities are, in principle, permitted everywhere in the Belgian sea areas. However, 

recreational fishing activities using seabed-disturbing techniques are prohibited in the zone as 

delineated in Article 7, §1 MSP (i.e. the Habitats Directive area the 'Flemish Banks').  

 

An exception to this prohibition within the Flemish Banks is provided for seabed-disturbing techniques 

while fishing on foot or on horseback.  The Minister may also award an individual permit for existing 

recreational shrimp fishing activities insofar as the applicant can prove at least three years of activity10.  

The permit allows the applicant to go fishing for a maximum of ten times a year and is valid for a 

maximum of six years;  

  

For the spatial measures in relation to recreational fisheries, no approval from the European 

Commission is required in accordance with the provisions of the Basic Regulation of the Common 

Fisheries Policy ((EU) No 1380/2013). Therefore, these measures will not be further discussed in this 

note. 

 

                                                           
9
 Art. 15 MSP (Chapter 2 , section 10 'Scientific research, recreational activities, measuring poles, radars and masts'). 

 

10 Counting back from 7 April 2014, this is 10 days after the publication of the MSP on 28 March.  
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2.2 Development of the proposed measures 

 

The draft MSP and the fisheries measures contained therein were subjected to a wide survey of both the 

neighbouring countries and various Belgian institutions, the users of the BPNS and the general public.  

The public consultation was organised based on the following legal sources: (i) the Royal Decree of 13 

November 2012 establishing an advisory commission and the procedure for the adoption of a marine 

spatial plan in the Belgian sea areas and (ii) the Law of 13 February 2006 on the assessment of the 

environmental impacts of certain plans and programmes and public participation in the development of 

the plans and programmes relating to the environment.  

On this legal basis, the draft MSP was subjected to a threefold consultation. Firstly, for 60 days (between 

2 July 2013 and 29 September 2013) a public consultation was set up, during which the draft MSP was 

presented to the general public.11 This resulted in 140 remarks and proposals from private persons, 

authorities, federations and companies. Secondly, there was a specific consultation of 5 Belgian 

institutions: the SEA Advisory Committee, the Federal Council for Sustainable Development, and the 

Flemish, Walloon and Brussels Regional Governments. Thirdly, the Netherlands, France and the United 

Kingdom were asked for their advice on the draft MSP by letter (see compilation document of questions 

and answers in Annex 3).12 

In addition, specifically in relation to the fisheries measures, an informal consultation was held on 26 

February 2014 between the Belgian environmental administration, the Flemish fisheries administration, 

the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Dutch fisheries stakeholder organisation VisNed. 

The draft MSP was adapted taking into account the results of the consultations. For instance, where the 

fisheries measures are concerned, exceptions were included with respect to the prohibition for 

recreational fishermen to fish in the Flemish Banks using seabed-disturbing fishing techniques. As for the 

                                                           
11

 The advice, reactions and comments and the respective answers are available on the website of the FPS Health, 

Food Chain Safety and Environment, DG Environment (www.consult-leefmilieu.be / www.consult-

environnement.be). 

 
12

 MSP, Annex 1, pp. 11-13 

For more information, see the following attached documents: 

Annex 3: Notice for the Belgian Official Journal, Statement following the public consultation on the draft MSP 

(in Dutch and in French) 

Annex 4: Questions and remarks of the public survey with answers on the Royal Decree to establish the marine 

spatial plan (in Dutch and in French) 

Annex 5: Comments from the Dutch authorities on the MSP received by letter dated 2 October 2013 and 

answers to these comments (in Dutch) 
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proposed measures relating to professional fishing activities, the stakeholders formulated to following 

main remarks: 

� The Dutch authorities expressed their concern about the measure that expands the area within 

which vessels having a gross tonnage of more than 70 are prohibited to 4.5 NM. In particular, 

the Dutch authorities argued that (i) this measure has no clear justification as it also comprises 

areas that fall outside the N2000 conservation areas, and (ii) it is unclear what the impact of this 

measure would be on the Belgian and the Dutch fishing industry.  

 

The Marine Environment Service answered that, firstly, the fisheries measures were proposed 

with a view to achieving the 'good environmental status' required by the MSFD. For this reason, 

measures are not limited to N2000 areas. Achieving a 'favourable conservation status' of the 

nature conservation areas is only a secondary aim of the proposed measures. Secondly, the 

Marine Environment Service stated that the measure by which vessels with a gross tonnage of 

more than 70 are banned from the coastal zone is a measure which already exists in the 

framework of nature conservation. This measure is already in force up to 3 NM. In other words, 

the new measure only extends the spatial application of an existing measure. The rights of 

Dutch vessels to fish within the BPNS, as provided for in the Benelux Treaty, will not be affected 

by this measure.13 

 

� The French fishing industry14 indicated zones 3 and 4 of the Flemish Banks, in which only non-

seabed-disturbing fishing techniques are permitted, to be problematic. Currently, French 

bottom trawlers fish for red mullet (rouget barbet) in these zones between July and October. 

France states that it is generally assumed that beam trawling has a greater impact on sandbanks 

than other seabed-disturbing fishing techniques. Therefore, only this fishing technique should 

be targeted by the proposed measures. 

 

The Marine Environment Service replied to this comment arguing that beam trawling does 

indeed have the greatest negative impact on the seabed, but that this does not mean that not 

all seabed-disturbing fishing techniques have a negative impact on the seafloor. Moreover, the 

greatest impact of seabed-disturbing fishing techniques occurs during the first passage. An 

increase in seabed-disturbing activities in already thoroughly disturbed benthic communities 

does not have an additional negative impact. Therefore, it is very important to protect certain 

areas as much as possible from seabed disturbance to allow sensitive habitats to recover.15 

 

� The Belgian Foundation for Sustainable Fisheries Development (SDVO) mainly made remarks 

concerning measures in zones 1 and 2 of the Flemish Banks, where coastal fishing vessels will be 

obliged to use roller shoes as part of their fishing equipment, and shrimp beam trawlers will be 

                                                           
13

 Answers to comments from the Dutch authorities on the MSP received by letter dated 2 October 2013. 
14

 Comité Régional des Pêches Maritimes et des Elevages Marins Nord-Pas de Calais/Picardie. 
15

 Questions and remarks of the public survey with answers on the Royal Decree to establish the marine spatial 

plan, p. 29 ff. 
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obliged to use sieving nets. SDVO states that roller shoes are only productive on hard soil. In 

zones consisting of soft substrates, such as sand and, especially, mud, beams with wheels are 

counter-productive because the roller system does not work.  

Furthermore, SDVO argues that a sieving net cannot be used all year round. This is because 

during certain periods of the year there are increased concentrations of algae, seaweed, etc., 

which may obstruct the sieving nets. Moreover, sieving nets are aimed at improving selectivity 

(round fish escapes from the net), not seabed disturbance.  

 

The Marine Environment Service replied to these remarks that during the consultations with the 

industry, there was a clear request to explicitly include both the use of beams with wheels and 

the use of a sieving net in the policy. After consultation, these turned out to be important first 

measures to offer a certain form of protection of the integrity of the seabed.16 

 

Moreover, the remarks from SDVO must be nuanced with information held by the Institute for 

Agricultural and Fisheries Research (ILVO). SeeWing fishing equipment (which uses light roller 

shoes) could possibly be used everywhere, also on soft substrates. In addition, ILVO has 

information that many Dutch shrimp beam trawlers active in the Dutch seas already use sieving 

nets all year round. They appear to have developed a technique to rinse the nets when they get 

obstructed. So, in principle, fishing with sieving nets should be possible all year round. In 

addition, by using a sieving net, fishing vessels would become more efficient and hence could 

fish for a shorter period of time. This will mean that such vessels would disturb the seabed 

during a shorter period. 

                                                           
16

 Questions and remarks of the public survey with answers on the Royal Decree to establish the marine spatial 

plan, p. 19 ff. 
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3. Description of habitats and sensitivity to seabed-disturbing fishing 

activities  

   

 

 

3.1 Description of the habitats 

 

The BPNS (Fig. 4) is surrounded by sea areas under the jurisdiction of the Netherlands, England and 

France, and covers a surface area of 3,454 km2.  In the area near the coast, the water depth is generally 

lower than 20 m and gradually increases seawards to approximately 45 m. The seabed is characterised 

by the presence of sandbanks, which are located parallel to the coast, sloping upward. The sandbanks 

stretch 15 to 30 km and can reach heights of approximately 20 metres measured from the bottom of the 

sea.  

 

For more information, see the following attached documents: 

Annex 6. Degraer, S., U. Braeckman, J. Haelters, K. Hostens, T. Jacques, F. Kerckhof, B. Merckx, M. Rabaut, E. 

Stienen, G. Van Hoey, V. Van Lancker & M. Vincx (2009). Studie betreffende het opstellen van een 

lijst met potentiële Habitatrichtlijngebieden in het Belgische deel van de Noordzee. Final report 

commissioned by the Federal Public Service Public Health, Food Chain Safety and Environment, 

Directorate-General Environment. Brussels, Belgium. 93 pp. (in Dutch). 

Annex 7. Belgian State, 2012. Initial Assessment for the Belgian Marine Waters. Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive – Article 8, paragraphs 1a and 1b. BMM, Federal Public Service Public Health, Food Chain 

Safety and Environment, Brussels, Belgium, 81 pp. (in Dutch and in French) 
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Fig. 4: The Belgian part of the North Sea 

 

The substrate of the BPNS mainly consists of sand and also clay, silt and gravel. Silt deposits are found in 

the coastal area, approximately between Ostend and the Dutch border. The sandbanks coarsen from 

fine to coarse sand in a seaward direction. 

 

The BPNS is characterised by the presence of a complex system of sandbanks, including biogenic reefs, 

and the presence of gravel beds. These sandbanks (code 1110), biogenic reefs and hard substrates (both 

code 1170) are the habitat types in the Belgian part of the North Sea to be protected under the Habitats 

Directive.  The Flemish Banks have been designated for the conservation and restoration of these 

habitat types17. 

 

Sandbanks 

The habitat type 'sandbanks permanently covered with shallow sea water' (code 1110) dominates the 

Belgian part of the North Sea, and the Belgian part of the North Sea is of importance for this habitat type 

at the European level.  The diversity of the soil and water composition results in a great diversity of the 

seabed in the benthic communities.  These communities play an important role in the functioning of the 

BPNS and make an important contribution to the development of fish stocks (thanks to the incubator 

functions of sandbanks).  

 

Four subtidal communities are distinguished in the sandbank habitat, each connected to a specific 

substrate: the Macoma balthica community, the Abra alba community, the Nephtys cirrosa community 

                                                           
17

 Royal Decree amending the Royal Decree of 14 October 2005 establishing special protection areas and special areas of 

conservation in the sea areas under Belgian jurisdiction.  Belgian Official Journal of 5 November 2012.  
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and the Ophelia borealis community (Degraer et al. 2003; 2008; Van Hoey et al. 2004). These 

communities do not occur as isolated entities: there are gradual transitions between them. Fig. 5 shows 

the characteristic species of these benthic communities, and Fig. 6 the distribution of these communities 

in the BPNS. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Fig. 5: Characteristic species of the 4 benthic communities of soft substrates. From left to right: Macoma balthica, Abra alba, 

Nephtys cirrosa and Ophelia borealis.  

 

 

The Macoma balthica community (Baltic tellin) is characterised by low species richness (on average 7 

spp/0.1 m²), but relatively high density (on average 967 ind/m²); its typical finding place is in silty 

sediments. The M. balthica community is closely related to the A. alba community: three of the most 

common species are also present in the A. alba community. Characteristic species are: the bristle worms 

Cirratulidae and Heteromastus filiformis. A likely explanation for the lower species richness in the 

eastern coastal waters is the high concentration of suspended matter.  

 

The Abra alba community is characterised by a high density (6,432 ind/m² on average), high species 

richness (30 spp/0.1 m² on average) and it is typically found in fine sand rich in silt. Characteristic species 

include the white furrow shell Abra alba, the cut through shell Spisula subtruncata, the bivalve mollusc 

Mysella (Kurtiella) bidentata, the caprellid Pariambus typicus, and bristle worms, such as Stenelais boa 

and the reef-building sand mason worm Lanice conchilega. The A. alba community also comprises an 

abundance of the invasive American jackknife Ensis directus (Houziaux et al. 2012). First found in this 

area in 1987, this species now displays average densities of 9 ind/m² in coastal waters.  

 

The Nephtys cirrosa bristle worm community has a low density (402 ind/m² on average) and a low 

species richness (7 spp/0.1 m² on average) and typically lives in fine to medium sandy sediments that 

are very low in silt. Other characteristic species are: the bulldozer amphipod Urothoe poseidonis and the 

sand digger shrimp Bathyporeia spp.  

 

A very low density (190 ind/m² on average) and species richness (5 spp/0.1 m² on average) are typical 

for the Ophelia borealis bristle worm community, which can be found in medium- to coarse-grained 

seabeds. Another characteristic species is the interstitial bristle worm Hesionura elongata.  

 

The distribution of these benthic communities in the BPNS has been extensively described (Van Hoey et 

al., 2004). Species richness and density are highest in the coastal zone and decrease in the direction of 

the open sea (see Fig. 7). Hence, the ecological value of the coastal zone is of great importance. 
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Fig. 6: Distribution of benthic communities in the Belgian part of the North Sea: red: Macoma balthica biotope; blue: Abra 

Alba biotope; green: Nephtys cirrosa biotope; purple: Ophelia limacina biotope.  
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Fig. 7: Species richness (species/sample) and abundance (ind/m²) distribution across the onshore-offshore gradient in BPNS. 

Species richness: black points, solid trend line; abundance: open points, dotted trend line. 

 

The function of sandbanks in the functioning of the marine ecosystem 

 

The macrobenthic communities in the mobile or soft substrates form a key indicator of the health of the 

marine ecosystem.  

 

These soft substrates make a significant contribution to the functioning of the ecosystem (Vanaverbeke 

et al. 2011; Braeckman 2011). This mainly has to do with activities of bioturbation and bio-irrigation that 

also determine the nature of the macrobenthic communities. Bioturbation and bio-irrigation (i.e. 

functional diversity) are crucial transport mechanisms for the carbon and nitrogen cycles in fine-sanded 

sediments that are subject to a high influx of organic material (Fig. 8). A fall in bioturbators leads to 

decreased processing of organic materials in the seabed, while a decline in bio-irrigators results in 

reduced oxygen exchange and denitrification, which largely helps towards compensating nitrogen 

eutrophication in shallow seas. These characteristics are important for the integrity of the seabed.  

 

Especially the Abra alba community contains a number of important bioturbators and bio-irrigators that 

play a considerable role in the global nutrient cycle and thus can increase the densities and diversities of 

the infauna (Braeckman, 2011). In this context, Lanice conchilega is a significant bio-irrigator with the 

strongest impact on oxygen exchange in the sediment. In this exchange, mineralisation processes are 

stimulated: the release of nutrients and denitrification are doubled as compared to seabeds that have 

no fauna. High densities of A. alba are important for the bioturbation potential, or burying organic 

material, while L. conchilega colonies will lead to continued denitrification.  
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Fig. 8: As a result of bio-irrigation, benthic organisms transport oxygen (O2) in the sediment (light grey area), which leads to 

increased nitrification and nitrogen (N), a limiting element in the marine environment, being reintroduced into the nitrogen 

cycle.  

 
 

 

 

Biogenic reefs 

The aggregation of the sand mason worm (Lanice conchilega) can be considered a biogenic reef (Rabaut 

et al. 2009). The areas where these biogenic reefs occur are generally large and have a non-continuous 

pattern ('patchiness') with a 5-18% coverage and form a stable habitat, in the sense that these 

aggregations continue to exist for several years.  

Where the distribution of Lanice conchilega aggregations is concerned, it is found that this largely 

corresponds to the distribution of the Abra alba community of the sandbanks. In the Belgian part of the 

North Sea a 732 km² area can be marked out where L. conchilega aggregations of more than 500 ind/m² 

can be expected (i.e. 20% of the BPNS). Along the west coast the aggregations are located very near the 

coastline, whereas on the east coast they lie further from the coast, in the Vlakte van de Raan area (Fig. 

6). Therefore, the coastal area, especially in the western section of the BPNS, is of special importance for 

the expansion of the Laniche conchilega aggregations. 
 
Together with the gravel beds (see below), these Lanice aggregations are hotspots of benthic 

biodiversity in the BPNS.  Thanks to their structuring effect (changing the micro-topography of the 

seabed), there is a significant increase in the number of species, and an increase in the biomass: the 

Lanice aggregations are colonised by an epibiotic fauna, and these aggregations can be observed by 

means of remote sensing techniques (side-scan sonar).  

Lanice conchilega aggregations currently only cover 10-15% of the suitable habitat. If no beam trawling 

were performed, there could be an increase in this degree of coverage. This is because a possible 

expansion of an existing aggregation depends on a successful larval recruitment to the benthos, which is 

estimated to be vulnerable to beam trawling. 
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Fig. 9: Fig. 9: Habitat suitability map for Lanice conchilega 

aggregations with a density > 500 ind./m²; most probably absent: 

blue (0); most probably present: red (1). 
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Gravel banks, natural hard substrates  

Several studies have found that gravel banks are home to a rich flora and fauna with a high species 

richness of both infauna and epifauna on the rocks (e.g. Kühne and Rachor 1969; Davoult and Richard 

1988; de Kluijver 1991; Dahl and Dahl 2002; Van Moorsel 2003). These rich communities can only 

develop if the habitat is not strongly subject to natural and/or anthropogenic disturbance.  

 

                 
 

Fig. 10: Examples of fauna associated with gravel beds 

 

In the BPNS especially the gravel beds in the Hinderbanken and Flemish Banks areas have been studied 

(Houziaux et al. 2008, Van Lancker et al. 2007).  

 

Gravel is found mainly in the channels between the banks. Especially the gravel beds in the 

Hinderbanken area are important: historical data from the Gilson collection of the Royal Belgian 

Institute of Natural Sciences indicates that at the end of the 19th century, gravel beds were the most 

dominant type of habitat in the channel between the Oosthinder and Westhinder and that they 

contained a very high biodiversity (Van Beneden 1883, Houziaux et al. 2008) This data further shows a 

clear correlation between the distribution of the gravel beds and that of the European oyster Ostrea 

edulis (Houziaux et al. 2008), a species which is now practically extinct in the southern North Sea. It is 

assumed that these oyster beds acted as source population for the intertidal oyster populations 

(Houziaux et al. 2008). The oysters, together with the rocks, were colonised by a very diverse epifauna 

(e.g. Pomatoceros triqueter, Sabellaria spinulosa, Haliclona occulata, Flustra foliacea, Alcyonidium spp., 

Alcyonium digitatum, Sertularia cupressina, Nemertesia spp.) and numerous other smaller and more 

mobile species lived there as well. As such they constituted the ultimate hotspot of benthic biodiversity 

(Houziaux et al. 2008)  

 

Recently a remarkably well-developed fauna of gravel beds has been found in two small zones near the 

Hinderbanken, with a well-developed layer of three-dimensional epifauna species, such as sponges, 

moss animals and hydropolyps, which, in turn, are home to a more mobile fauna of, among others, sea 

sludges, small crustaceans and worms (Houziaux et al. 2008). It is highly likely that the location of these 

places provides a natural shield against seabed-disturbing human activities (beam trawling). This refuge 

offers an insight into the possible ecological potential of the Belgian gravel banks if the pressure from 

operations on the seabed were to be reduced. 
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3.2 Description of the impact of seabed-disturbing activities on the seabed 

fauna 

 

 

Some preliminary remarks 

 

In a discussion of the impact of seabed-disturbing fishing activities18 on the marine environment, and 

the benthos in particular, a number of elements must be taken into account: 

 

• The long history of seabed-disturbing fishing activities in the North Sea: ‘beam trawling’ has 

existed in the North Sea for several centuries, but the modern beam trawlers have been 

developed mainly from the 1960s onwards. Fifty years of (generally heavy) beam trawling has 

led to a change in the composition and size of the benthos, and to a new dynamic balance (see 

Phillipart 1998, among others); 

• The effect of the first impact on the seabed of seabed-disturbing fishing activities on the benthos 

is the highest and has a long-term negative effect on sensitive species (Lindeboom 2008).   

Communities of species that are less productive and reproduce slowly are replaced by highly 

productive opportunists;  

                                                           
18

 As defined above, seabed-disturbing fishing techniques are all active fishing techniques that disturb the seabed 

habitat by dragging the fishing equipment along the seabed.  

 

For more information, see the following attached documents: 

Annex 6. Degraer, S., U. Braeckman, J. Haelters, K. Hostens, T. Jacques, F. Kerckhof, B. Merckx, M. Rabaut, E. 

Stienen, G. Van Hoey, V. Van Lancker & M. Vincx (2009). Studie betreffende het opstellen van een 

lijst met potentiële Habitatrichtlijngebieden in het Belgische deel van de Noordzee. Final report 

commissioned by the Federal Public Service Public Health, Food Chain Safety and Environment, 

Directorate-General Environment. Brussels, Belgium. 93 pp. (in Dutch). 

Annex 7. Belgian State, 2012. Initial Assessment for the Belgian Marine Waters. Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive – Article 8, paragraphs 1a and 1b. BMM, Federal Public Service Public Health, Food Chain 

Safety and Environment, Brussels, Belgium, 81 pp. (in Dutch and in French) 

Annex 8. Depestele J, Courtens W., Degraer S., Haelters J., Hostens K., Houziaux J-S., Merckx B., Pole H., Rabaut 

M., Stienen E.W.M., Vandendriessche S., Verfaillie E. & Vincx M. 2012. An integrated impact 

assessment of trammel net and beam trawl fisheries "WAKO II" - Final Report. Brussels: Belgian 

Science Policy Office: 233 p. Research Programme Science for a Sustainable Development (= WAKO 

II); 

Annex 9.  Depestele, J.; Courtens, W.; Degraer, S.; Derous, S.; Haelters, J.; Hostens, K.; Moulaert, I.; Polet, H.; 

Rabaut, M.; Stienen, E.; Vincx, M. 2008. WAKO: Evaluatie van de milieu-impact van WArrelnet- en 

boomKOrvisserij op het Belgisch deel van de Noordzee: Eindrapport. ILVO-Visserij: Ostend, Belgium. 

185 pp. (+Annexes). (= WAKO I) 

Annex 10. DG 5 Environment, Marine Environment Service. 2009. Beleidsplannen – Beschermde mariene 

gebieden in het Belgische deel van de Noordzee. Minister bevoegd inzake het mariene milieu. 69 p.  
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• Studies are usually conducted on seabeds that are already damaged: the most recent studies on 

he impact of beam trawling on the benthos in sandbank ecosystems in the North Sea study the 

impact of beam trawling on systems which have already been affected more or less heavily by 

beam trawling, or systems where a dynamic balance has been created; 

• The shifting baseline: Little data is known about the fauna and flora of the benthos in the 

protected marine areas from before the start of beam trawling or from the period before the 

industrialisation and before the existence of large-scale agriculture. Together with the 

consequences of eutrophication (mainly in the coastal area), these activities have brought about 

significant changes in the sandbank ecosystem over the past decades and centuries: the life that 

is still present in the seabed is described as a fauna consisting of the more tolerant species to 

the aforementioned human impacts on the sea. For instance, various local extinctions, e.g. of 

bivalves, are ascribed to beam trawling and other seabed-disturbing fishing activities. However, 

as we have only limited insight into the benthic ecosystem before the industrial era, we can 

currently only partly quantify these changes. The analysis of historical benthos data of the gravel 

beds in the Hinderbanken area (Gilson collection: early 20th century) and a comparison with the 

current situation provide a new view of these changes. It is expected that, aside from the 

disappearance of species from the BPNS, there has also been a shift in the geographical 

distribution of species. Such comparisons should make it possible to estimate the quality of the 

current sandbank ecosystem (Degraer et al. 2009). 

 

In the literature studies carried out in the framework of the WAKO I and WAKO II projects, the authors 

conclude that based on literature study it is hard to suggest applicable policy decisions, as most of the 

analyses are vague.  However, the general conclusion is that the abundance of species that are sensitive 

to disturbance caused by fishing activities decreases. This means that communities that are fished by 

means of seabed-disturbing fishing techniques comprise less species that are less productive and 

reproduce slowly, and that the benthic communities are increasingly dominated by highly productive 

opportunists. The varying vulnerability of benthic organisms leads to changes in population abundances. 

The greater availability of food (as a result of tow-path mortality) creates extra possibilities for 

scavengers, thus increasing their abundance. The changes in populations ultimately lead to a reduction 

in diversity and species richness. Finally, attention is also drawn to other important influencing factors, 

such as the physical impact of beam trawling. Changes in the structural complexity of a habitat decrease 

the diversity of benthic communities. Beam trawling causes the greatest mortality in the North Sea. 

 

In the policy plans for the protected marine areas (Marine Environment Service, 2009) the impacts of 

seabed-disturbing fishing activities were documented as well:  

 

� Research shows that, as a result of the pressure they exert, flatfish beam trawls penetrate the 

seabed 1 to 8 cm, changing its morphology, which causes damage to and deaths of non-target 

species and changes in benthic production;  

� Seabed-disturbing activities using mobile fishing equipment are a very important cause of 

habitat degradation, especially in ecosystems with soft substrates;  

� The total biomass of infauna and epifauna decreases significantly after disturbance by a beam 

trawl;  

� The damage to and death of invertebrates in dragnets is significant and has been described 

extensively. Furthermore, trawling activities are capable of modifying, depleting or destroying 

complex, three-dimensional structures of benthic habitats.  
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Moreover, at this moment, a pan-European research project, commissioned the European Commission 

and in collaboration with the fishing industry19, is being carried out on the impact of dragnets on the 

benthic ecosystem (Benthic Ecosystem Fisheries Impact Study – 'BENTHIS'). Where the North Sea is 

concerned, the focus is on the effects of shrimp beam trawls and flatfish beam trawls. 

 

3.3. Importance of fishing measures for the protection of sensitive habitats 

Where fishing measures are concerned, zones were selected within the most vulnerable habitats for 

benthic fauna: zones 1 and 2 for the protection and restoration of biogenic reefs (Abra alba 

communities with Lanice conchilega aggregations) and zones 3 and 4 for the protection and restoration 

of gravel beds.  The choice of these zones is supported by ICES (2007b), which concludes that the only 

way to effectively reduce the effects of trawling equipment is to ban this type of fishing activities in 

areas where the presence of benthos is important.  This conclusion comes from Frid and Hall (2001) and 

is referred to in ICES (2007b).  

 

When the 'Flemish Banks' Habitats Directive area was registered, this area was described dividing it into 

4 zones (see Fig. 11). Zones A and C were described as the most vulnerable to seabed-disturbing fishing 

activities, as these zones contain biogenic reefs and gravel beds (code 1170).  The importance of 

biogenic reefs and gravel beds and the influence of seabed-disturbing fishing activities are extensively 

described in the scientific study for the selection of potential Habitats Directive areas in the Belgian part 

of the North Sea (Degraer et al. 2009).  The Lanice reefs and the gravel beds are the hotspots of benthic 

biodiversity within the BPNS. 

 

 

a. Zones 1 and 2 are places where the Abra alba community is found. This community comprises 

various so-called 'ecosystem engineers', which form biogenic structures (e.g. Lanice conchilega 

and Owenia fusiformis). These habitat-structuring species create biodiversity hotspots. Rabaut 

et al. (2008) demonstrated with their experimental study that L. conchilega reefs are sensitive to 

disturbance by beam trawls;  

 

b. Zones 3 and 4 comprise the gravel beds: the gravel beds are home to a rich fauna and flora with 

a high species richness, both of infauna and of epifauna on the rocks. These rich communities 

can only develop if the habitat is not strongly subject to natural and/or anthropogenic 

disturbance. Especially the gravel beds in the Hinderbanken area are important: historical data 

(Gilson collection: early 20th century) indicates that gravel beds were the most dominant type 

of habitat in the channel between the Oosthinder and Westhinder (Houziaux et al. 2008), and 

that they contained a very high biodiversity (Van Beneden 1883).  This historical data further 

shows a clear correlation between the distribution of the gravel beds and that of the European 

oyster Ostrea edulis (Houziaux et al. 2008), a species which is now practically extinct in the 

southern North Sea and for which the reintroduction potential is being studied.  
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 Duration of the study: 1 October 2012 to 30 September 2017. 
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Fig. 11: The 'Flemish Banks' Habitats Directive area.  Sector A: sandbank complex (1110) and biogenic reefs (1170). Sector B: 

sandbanks (1110); sector C: sandbank complex (1110) and gravel beds (1170); sector D: sandbanks (1110). Red: Macoma 

balthica biotope; blue: Abra alba biotope; green: Nephtys cirrosa biotope; purple: Ophelia limacina biotope.  

   

The fifth proposed measure, i.e. a ban on fishing activities within 4.5 NM from the coast for fishing 

vessels with a gross register tonnage of more than 70, is also a measure to protect the integrity of the 

seabed in the coastal zone. The coastal zone is not only important for the expansion of the Lanice 

conchilega aggregations, it is also characterised by the highest species richness in the BPNS. 

 

It must be emphasised that this proposed measure is only a geographical extension of an already 

existing measure by 1.5 NM. At present, fishing vessels with a gross register tonnage of more than 70 

are prohibited from fishing within 3 NM. 20 This existing measure has been in force from 1 January 2003 

and was primarily taken to maintain fish stocks (the coastal zone is an important continental growing 

area for juvenile sole), but the ecological value of the coastal area was also taken into account. Coastal 

fishermen (i.e. fishermen with vessels with a gross register tonnage of less than 70 ) can only fish on a 

limited number of days per year, depending on the weather conditions, because their vessels are too 

small to face strong winds. Larger fishing vessels, on the other hand, stay at sea for longer periods 

(sometimes 1 week) and can also fish further into the sea. Even when coastal fishermen are unable to 
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 Decree of the Government of Flanders of 13 December 2002 amending the Royal Decree of 14 August 1989 

establishing complementary national measures for the conservation and management of fish stocks and the 

monitoring of fishing activities. 
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leave port, these larger fishing vessels can remain active. By making the coastal zone exclusive for small 

fishing vessels, the pressure on this zone is reduced.21 
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 Policy letter for the fishing industry of the Flemish Minister for the Environment and Agriculture, Vera Dua, of 29 

October 2002. 



30 Description of the fisheries measures proposed to achieve a 'good environmental status' in the Belgian part of 
the North Sea 

 

 

4. Brief description of other activities in the BPNS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The BPNS is one of the most 'used' seas in the world. In the table below (see Fig. 12) an overview is 

given of the main activities in the BPNS. As a general rule, it can be said that in the BPNS all activities are 

permitted, unless they are prohibited by specific regulations. However, some activities fall within the 

competence of the federal Government, others within those of the Government of Flanders. The table 

indicates whether certain activities are prohibited or not in, respectively, (i) the sectors of the Flemish 

Banks where fishing measures will be put in place, (ii) the Flemish Banks, and (iii) in the BPNS as a whole. 

In addition, where relevant, the possible effects of these activities on the environment are mentioned. It 

should further be noted that the activities which are not prohibited in principle are still subject to the 

applicable permit and licensing regulations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information, see the following attached document: 

Annex 10. DG 5 Environment, Marine Environment Service. 2009. Beleidsplannen – Beschermde mariene 

gebieden in het Belgische deel van de Noordzee. Minister bevoegd inzake het mariene milieu. 69 p. 
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Activity 

 

Activity prohibited or not?  

 

Possible effects on the marine 

environment 
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Research and experiments 

Scientific and 

industrial 

research (Art. 15, 

§1 and Art. 15, §5 

MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted  

Flemish Banks Permitted 

BPNS Permitted 

Experiments 

relating to 

coastal defence 

(Art. 12 MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted; in zone 1 of the Flemish 

Banks an area is provided where 

experiments relating to coastal defence 

may be performed. 

Flemish Banks Permitted; in zone 1 of the Flemish 

Banks an area is provided where 

experiments relating to coastal defence 

may be performed. 

BPNS Permitted; in zone 1 of the Flemish 

Banks an area is provided where 

experiments relating to coastal defence 

may be performed. 

Shipping and transport 

Shipping (Art. 9, 

§1-5 MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted The main shipping routes are located 

outside the Flemish Banks.  However, 

shipping can have (indirect) effects on the 

protected marine areas (e.g. disturbance 

and chronic pollution, operational and 

accidental discharges by ships, release of 

tri-butyltin ('TBT') and other harmful anti-

fouling substances in shipping vessels, 

introduction of non-native and possibly 

invasive species via ballast water and ship-

generated waste). 

 

Flemish Banks Permitted 

BPNS Permitted, but prohibited in the specific 

marine reserve 'Baai van Heist' (Art. 7, 

§9, 1° MSP); in addition, navigation is 

prohibited around the existing wind 

farms. 

Passage of high 

speed vessels, 

with the 

exception of 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 in the period from 1 December to 

15 March (permitted in SBZ3). SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 partly coincide with sectors 1 and 2 
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exceptional 

circumstances. 

(Art. 7, §6, 2° 

MSP - Exercises 

that are 

considered to be 

military activities 

are not included 

here) 

in the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

SBZ1 and SBZ2, which are (partly) 

located within the Flemish Banks. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

SBZ1 and SBZ2. 

Exercises with 

helicopters at a 

height of less 

than 500 ft. (Art. 

7, §6, 1° MSP - 

Exercises that are 

considered to be 

military activities 

are not included 

here) 

 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 in the period from 1 December to 

15 March (permitted in SBZ3). SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 partly coincide with zones 1 and 2 

in the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

SBZ1 and SBZ2, which are (partly) 

located within the Flemish Banks. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

SBZ1 and SBZ2. 

Military activities 

Military activities 

(Art. 13 MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted Effects on the marine environment include 

e.g. failure to collect ammunition from the 

seabed, and noise and vibration nuisance 

for mammals and birds.  

Most exercise zones are located far out in 

the sea, although the impact of the noise 

is also carried far (effect on Cetacea and 

other acoustically sensitive species). 

However, the shooting area starting in 

Nieuwpoort Lombardsijde is partly located 

within the Flemish Banks. 

The restrictions that apply in protected 

marine areas do not automatically apply to 

military activities. The military authorities 

are expected to take the necessary 

Flemish Banks Permitted 
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BPNS Permitted. In addition, an ammunition 

dump, 'Paardenmarkt', was marked out 

in the MSP (immediately in front of the 

coast at Knokke-Heist).  

measures to prevent damage to and 

nuisance for the marine environment, 

without compromising the necessary 

military work. (Law of 20 January 1999 on 

the protection of the marine environment 

in sea areas under Belgian jurisdiction, also 

referred to as the 'MMM Law', Art 8, §1) 

A study of the benthos was carried out for 

the ammunition dump 'Paardenmarkt'. 

The study did not indicate any changes in 

life on the seabed: the benthos had the 

same structure and species composition as 

in similar adjoining areas. 

Recreation 

Recreational 

fishing (Art. 15, 

§2 MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited to use seabed-

disturbing fishing techniques in the 

Flemish Banks, with the exception of (i) 

fishing on foot or horseback, and (ii) 

shrimp fishing under certain 

circumstances. 

The impact of recreational activities on the 

marine environment has not yet been 

completely defined. However, in 2005 user 

agreements were entered into with 

various water sports and fishing users' 

associations, in which users and the 

federal Government made commitments 

on the protected areas. 

 

Flemish Banks Permitted, but prohibited to use seabed-

disturbing fishing techniques in the 

Flemish Banks, with the exception of (i) 

fishing on foot or horseback, and (ii) 

shrimp fishing under certain 

circumstances. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Flemish Banks. 

Water sports 

competitions 

(Art. 7, §6, 3° 

MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 (permitted in SBZ3). SBZ1 and SBZ2 

partly coincide with sectors 1 and 2 in 

the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, but prohibited in SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 (permitted in SBZ3). SBZ1 and SBZ2 

are partly located within the Flemish 

Banks. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 
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SBZ1 and SBZ2. 

Passage of high 

speed vessels, 

with the 

exception of 

exceptional 

circumstances 

(Art. 7, §6, 1° 

MSP). 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 in the period from 1 December to 

15 March (permitted in SBZ3). SBZ1 and 

SBZ2 partly coincide with sectors 1 and 2 

in the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

SBZ1 and SBZ2, which are (partly) 

located within the Flemish Banks. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

SBZ1 and SBZ2. 

Bird and sea 

mammal hunting 

(MMM Law, Art 

12, §1) 

Zones 1-4 Prohibited 

Flemish Banks Prohibited 

BPNS Prohibited 

Introduction of species / species control 

Intentional 

introduction of 

non-native 

organisms into 

sea areas (MMM 

Law, Art. 11, §1) 

Zones 1-4 Prohibited, except with a permit  

Flemish Banks Prohibited, except with a permit 

BPNS Prohibited, except with a permit 

Unintentional 

introduction of 

non-native 

species via ballast 

water (MMM 

Law, Art. 11, § 2) 

Zones 1-4 May be prohibited by the King 

Flemish Banks May be prohibited by the King 

BPNS May be prohibited by the King 

Control or 

elimination of 

non-native 

species which 

have been 

introduced 

unintentionally 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, after advice from the 

competent scientific institution 

Flemish Banks Permitted, after advice from the 

competent scientific institution 
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or in breach of 

the law (MMM 

Law, Art 11, §3) 

BPNS Permitted, after advice from the 

competent scientific institution 

Intentional 

introduction of 

genetically 

modified 

organisms (MMM 

Law, Art 11, §4) 

Zones 1-4 Prohibited 

Flemish Banks Prohibited 

BPNS Prohibited 

Industry 

Incineration in 

sea areas (MMM 

Law, Art 15, §§1 

and 2) 

Zones 1-4 Prohibited As a result of dredging disposal the natural 

benthic ecosystem is covered with foreign 

sediment, which causes a high mortality of 

the local seabed fauna. Furthermore, the 

resuspension of the fine fraction of the 

dumped sediment leads to an increased 

concentration of suspended particulate 

matter in the water column, which affects 

the food available to the benthic 

ecosystem in the wide surroundings. 

The quality of the dredging spoil is tested 

for environmentally harmful substances, 

such as heavy metals, TBT, mineral oils, 

polyaromatic hydrocarbons ('PAHs') and 

polychlorobiphenyls ('PCBs'). Hence, the 

impact on the marine environment can be 

estimated to be low. 

Sand and gravel extraction lead to the 

elimination of benthic species, a coarser 

grain size of the sediment, and the 

modification of small- to large-scale 

seabed morphologies (resulting in changes 

in the fauna). 

 

Flemish Banks Prohibited 

BPNS Prohibited 

Dumping in sea 

areas (MMM 

Law, Art. 16) 

Zones 1-4 Prohibited, except (i) scattering of ashes 

of cremated bodies and (ii) unprocessed 

fish, fish waste or by-catch 

Flemish Banks Prohibited, except (i) scattering of ashes 

of cremated bodies and (ii) unprocessed 

fish, fish waste or by-catch 

BPNS Prohibited, except (i) scattering of ashes 

of cremated bodies and (ii) unprocessed 

fish, fish waste or by-catch 

Dumping of 

dredging spoil 

and inert 

materials of 

natural origin 

(Art. 9, §6 and 

Art. 7, §3, 4° 

MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in the 

'Trapegeer Stroombank' area, which 

comprises zone 1 in the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, but prohibited in the 

'Trapegeer Stroombank' area, which is 

located in the Flemish Banks (see Fig. 1, 

p. 7). 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Trapegeer Stroombank area. 
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Sand and gravel 

extraction (Art. 

11 and Art. 6, §2 

MSP) 

Zones 1-4 There are no sand or gravel extraction 

areas in zones 1-4 of the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted with a permit and subject to 

an obligation to reduce the volume of 

sand that can be extracted each year. In 

addition, gravel extraction is prohibited 

in ecologically valuable channels (Art. 6, 

§2 MSP) 

BPNS Permitted with a permit, except for (i) 

the limitations in the Flemish Banks, and 

(ii) the prohibition of sand and gravel 

extraction in a monitoring zone of the 

environmental impact of sand extraction 

(Art. 11, §3 MSP) 

Direct discharges 

in sea areas 

(MMM Law, Art. 

17) 

Zones 1-4 Prohibited, but the King may establish 

special rules for normal operational 

discharges of off-shore activities. 

Flemish Banks Prohibited, but the King may establish 

special rules for normal operational 

discharges of off-shore activities. 

BPNS Prohibited, but the King may establish 

special rules for normal operational 

discharges of off-shore activities. 

Civil architecture 

activities (Art. 7, 

§3, 1° and Art. 7, 

§5, 1°MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in the 

Trapegeer-Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas, which partly coincide 

with zones 1 and 2 in the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Trapegeer Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Trapegeer Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas. 

Excavation of 

channels and 

raising of the 

seabed (Art. 7, §9 

Zones 1-4 Permitted 

Flemish Banks Permitted 
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MSP and MMM 

Law, Art 25, §1, 

(ii)) 

BPNS Permitted 

Industrial 

activities (Art. 7, 

§3, 2° and Art. 7, 

§5, 2° MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in the 

Trapegeer-Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas, which partly coincide 

with zones 1 and 2 in the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Trapegeer Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Trapegeer Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas. 

Activities of 

advertising and 

commercial 

companies (Art. 

7, §3, 2° and Art. 

7, §5, 2° MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted, but prohibited in the 

Trapegeer-Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas, which partly coincide 

with zones 1 and 2 in the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Trapegeer Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas. 

BPNS Permitted, except for the prohibition in 

the Trapegeer Stroombank and the Birds 

Directive areas. 

Energy, cables and pipelines 

Installation and 

operation of 

pipelines and 

cables (Art. 8, §7 

MSP) 

Zones 1-4 Permitted: the areas provided for cables 

and pipelines are partly located within 

zones 2, 3 and 4. 

The effect of pipelines and cables on the 

marine environment is limited. However, 

their installation does move sediments and 

may cause a (limited) disturbance of the 

benthos, other fauna and fish. 

The wind farms are located far from the 

areas for which fishing measures are being 

proposed.  

Even so, the possible effect of these wind 

farms on the migrating species that are 

protected under the Birds Directive must 

be taken into account. 

Flemish Banks Permitted: the areas provided are partly 

located within the Flemish Banks. 

BPNS Permitted 

Construction and 

operation of 

electricity 

production plants 

Zones 1-4 The area provided for such plants is 

located outside the Flemish Banks. 

Flemish Banks The area provided for such plants is 

located outside the Flemish Banks. 
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Fig. 12: Overview table of activities in the BPNS other than fishing activities 

 

(Art. 8, §2 MSP) BPNS Permitted 
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5. Fleet activity in the BPNS and in areas where measures are planned 

 

At the request of the Marine Environment Service, the Institute for Agricultural and Fisheries Research 

(ILVO) gathered information about the Belgian, Dutch and British vessels that were active in the BPNS 

during the period 2010-2012 (ILVO study). To this end, Vessel Monitoring System ('VMS') and log data 

were used. Information from French, German and Danish vessels could not be obtained.  

The Belgian fleet is rather limited (89 vessels in 2011) and is mainly active in non-Belgian waters. During 

the period 2010-2012 only 9.4% of the total number of 'active' VMS signals from the Belgian fishing fleet 

came from the BPNS.  The Dutch fleet is much larger (831 vessels in 2008). In the period 2010-2012 VMS 

pings of 125 Dutch fishing vessels were recorded. The ILVO study showed that both the Belgian and the 

Dutch fishing fleet, both in the BPNS and within the Flemish Banks, are mainly active in (i) shrimp fishing 

and (ii) beam trawling for demersal fish using nets with a mesh size between 80 and 99 mm. Other 

métiers present within the Flemish Banks were beam trawling with a different mesh size than 80 to 99 

mm, otter trawling and gill netting, pelagic fishing and pot fishing.  

The activity of the British fleet in the BPNS is very limited. The British fishing fleet is active in the BPNS in 

beam trawling, otter trawling, pot fishing, seine trawling, gill netting and longline fishing. No data were 

provided to ILVO on the activities of the French fleet in the BPNS and in the Flemish Banks. However, 

according to the ILVO study there must be activity of French vessels in the Belgian waters, especially gill 

netting, pot fishing and beam trawling.  

A summary of the results is provided in the table below (Fig. 13). This shows the interactions between 

the fishing activities and the proposed fisheries measures within the Flemish Banks. Most interaction 

takes place in zone 1 in Belgian shrimp fishing and beam trawling, in zone 2 in Belgian shrimp fishing and 

Dutch beam trawling, and in zones 3 and 4 in Dutch beam trawling. Fisheries measures in these zones 

may have an influence on the catches of shrimp, sole, plaice and flounder. 

For more information, see the following attached document: 

Annex 11. Pecceu E, Vanelslander B, Vandendriessche S, Van Hoey G, Hostens K, Torreele E, Polet H (2014). 

Beschrijving van de visserijactiviteiten in het Belgisch deel van de Noordzee in functie van de 

aanvraag bij de Europese Commissie voor visserijmaatregelen in de Vlaamse Banken 

(Habitatrichtlijngebied). ILVO-mededeling nr. 156, 92 p. 
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Fig. 13: Summary table for the Flemish Banks and for sectors 1-2-3-4 per flag state and per métier. Red: high effort; orange: 

medium effort; yellow: low effort; white: not fished. Fish species were mentioned when the catch data for at least one 

quadrant within the area exceeded 10 tonnes in the period 2010-2012. * indicates métiers for which no detailed catch 

analysis was performed. 

5.1 Shrimp beam trawl 

General 

Within shrimp fishing the activity of Belgian vessels was the highest (2.5 times higher than the Dutch 

activity). Generally speaking, the Dutch shrimp fleet is not very active in the BPNS, but considerable 

activity has been detected in the eastern part of the BPNS (Fig. 12). Shrimp fishing was concentrated 

within the 12 NM zone. The main Belgian activity lasted a little longer (summer and autumn) than the 

Dutch activity (especially autumn).  

Flemish Banks 

In the period 2010-2012 the Flemish Banks area was fished mainly by Belgian shrimp fishermen, and 

high intensities were observed in zones 1 and 2. In these zones Belgian shrimp fishermen fished all year 

round, zone 1 being the most important (an average of 27% of active VMS pings of Belgian shrimp 

trawlers in the Flemish Banks were recorded in this zone).  

For the Dutch shrimp fleet the number of active VMS pings in the BPNS during the period 2010-2012 

was only 2% of the total number of active VMS pings of the entire Dutch shrimp feet. Of those 2% in the 

BPNS only 2% of pings were recorded in the Flemish Banks, mainly in zone 2. In zone 1 only very limited 

activity was recorded, and only in autumn. Zones 3 and 4 were neither fished by Belgian nor by Dutch 

shrimp fishermen. 

Flemish Banks Zone 1 Zone 2 Zone 3 Zone 4

Shrimp fishing within 12NM / shrimp shrimp shrimp 
Beam trawling (70-99) within 3NM / sole, plaice, flounder sole, plaice, flounder

Beam trawling (70-99)>221kW* beyond 12NM

Beam trawling (70-99)<=221kW* within 3NM

Beam trawling (100-119)* within 12NM

Beam trawling (>=120)* within 3NM

Otter trawling* within 3NM

Standing rigging* beyond 12NM

Fly shooting* 3-12NM

Shrimp fishing within 3NM

Beam trawling (70-99) beyond 3NM / sole, plaice, flounder, dab, cod sole, plaice, flounder sole, plaice sole, plaice

Otter trawling*

Seine fishing* beyond 3NM

Other métiers (no code)* 
UK All métiers* beyond 3NM

BE

NL
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Catch 

Based on the catch data of the Belgian shrimp fishermen, common shrimp, dab and flounder could be 

identified as the most important species, both for the BPNS as a whole and within the Flemish Banks.  

These species were caught mainly within the 12 NM zone, with high numbers within the 3 NM zone. 

Both zone 1 and, to a slightly lesser extent, zone 2 were important for these species. Shrimp was caught 

all year round, the greatest amounts within 3 NM. 

For Dutch shrimp fishermen, the Flemish Banks area was of little importance, as most activity was 

recorded along the east coast. Limited amounts of common shrimp, and very limited amounts of dab, 

flounder and cod were caught in zone 2 in summer and autumn. In zone 1 only negligible amounts of 

fish were caught, and only in autumn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 14: Spatial distribution of VMS effort for shrimp beam trawls (80-99) of the Belgian (left) and Dutch (right) fleet in 2010-

2012 
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Fig. 15: Spatial distribution of shrimp (kg) landed by shrimp beam trawl by the Belgian (left) and Dutch (right) fleet in 

2010-2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2 Demersal beam trawl (80-99) 

General 

Unlike for shrimp fishing, a substantially higher intensity was recorded for Dutch beam trawling with a 

net mesh size between 80 and 99 mm than for the Belgian fleet in the BPNS (4 times higher than the 

Belgian one). Belgian beam trawlers fish mainly outside the BPNS. Where spatial and temporal 

distribution are concerned, there were important differences between the Belgian and the Dutch fleet.  

Flemish Banks 

Belgian trawling activities took place all over the BPNS, but the highest concentration occurred within 

the 3 NM zone. Within the Flemish Banks, zone 1 was the most important of the four defined sectors for 

the Belgian beam trawler fleet. In this zone fishing took place mainly in spring and summer. In autumn 

and winter there was less activity in this zone and more fishing in the offshore zones (zones 3 and 4).  In 

zone 2 activity was recorded all year round, but at a much lower level than in zone 1. In the offshore 

zones (zones 3 and 4) fishing took place as well, but the share of VMS pings is never more than 3% of the 

number of signals in the Flemish Banks. 

For Belgian vessels a distinction was also made between the large and the small fleet segment. The large 

fleet segment was found mainly offshore, including in zones 3 and 4 of the Flemish Banks. Limited 

fishing activity was observed in zone 2. The small fleet segment was mainly found in the territorial sea, 

with peaks within the 3 NM zone.  

Dutch beam trawling was also observed all over the BPNS. Fishing activities took place all year round in 

all 4 of the proposed sectors of the Flemish Banks. However, the highest intensities were measured 

beyond the 3NM limit. Thus, generally speaking, beam trawling activity was less intense in zone 1. The 

spatial distribution of Dutch beam trawling activities varies depending on the season. In autumn and 

winter there was more offshore fishing (in zones 3 and 4), whereas in spring and summer fishing took 

place closer to the coast, especially in the area between 3 and 12NM (in zone 2).  
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Fig. 16: Spatial distribution of VMS effort for demersal beam trawls (80-99) of the Belgian (left) and Dutch (right) fleet in 2010-

2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Catch 

Where species caught with a demersal beam trawl (80-99) are concerned, there are considerable 

differences between the Belgian and the Dutch fleet. Belgian vessels with a demersal beam trawl (80-99) 

mainly caught plaice, sole and flounder in the BPNS and in the Flemish Banks. Generally speaking, 

especially the western part (as well as the Flemish Banks) was an important fishing area for Belgian 

vessels. The largest amounts of flounder, sole and plaice were caught in zone 1. In this zone, plaice was 

caught mainly in spring, flounder in summer and autumn, and sole mainly in spring and summer.  Zone 2 

was important especially for the catch of plaice. Fishing also took place in zones 3 and 4, but to a lesser 

extent.  

Where the Dutch beam trawler fleet (80-99) is concerned, mainly plaice, sole and dab were landed. 

Unlike for the Belgian beam trawler fleet, most of these amounts were caught in zones 2, 3 and 4. Plaice 

was mainly caught in zone 2 in spring and summer, while fishing activities took place mainly in zones 3 

and 4 in autumn and winter. Sole was caught primarily in zones 3 and 4 in autumn and winter, whereas 

in spring and summer it was caught more in coastal zones. As for dab, the highest catch figures from 

BPNS were measured in summer and autumn.  Dab was mainly fished in zone 2 in spring, whereas in 

winter, zones 3 and 4 were the most used zones.   The ILVO study also showed the fish species that were 

caught to a lesser extent in the Flemish Banks by Dutch beam trawls (70-99): flounder was mainly caught 

in zone 2. Zones 3 and 4, on the other hand, were relatively important for Dutch beam trawlers for the 

catch of lemon dab, turbot, brill and cod. 
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Fig. 17: Spatial distribution of plaice (kg) landed by demersal beam trawl (80-99) by the Belgian (left) and Dutch (right) 

fleet in 2010-2012 

Fig. 18: Spatial distribution of sole (kg) landed by demersal beam trawl (80-99) by the Belgian (left) and Dutch (right) fleet 

in 2010-2012 
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Fig. 19: Spatial distribution of flounder (kg) landed by 

demersal beam trawl (80-99) by the Belgian fleet in 

2010-2012 

Fig. 20: Spatial distribution of dab (kg) landed by 

demersal beam trawl (80-99) by the Dutch fleet in 2010-

2012 
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6. Proportionality of the proposed measures 

 

6.1 Protection of sensitive habitats 

It can generally be assumed that seabed-disturbing fishing techniques have a negative effect on the 

seabed (see e.g. Polet & Depestele 2010).22 Especially beam trawling has a quite significant negative 

impact. WAKO-I and WAKO-II studied the direct environmental effects of beam trawling and tangle net 

fishing on benthos, fish species, sea mammals and sea birds. For benthos, it was demonstrated that 

benthos mortality is considerably higher for beam trawling than for tangle net fishing. This is because 

beam trawling means that the upper layers of the seabed are continually being turned up.  

Moreover, the greatest impact of seabed-disturbing fishing techniques occurs during the first passage. 

An increase in seabed-disturbing activities in already thoroughly disturbed benthic communities does 

not have an additional negative impact. Therefore, it is very important to protect certain areas as much 

as possible against seabed disturbance in order to allow sensitive habitats to recover. The proposed 

fisheries measures try to protect the most sensitive areas of the BPNS as much as possible against 

seabed-disturbing activities (see 3.3 above). Within the Flemish Banks, the areas for which fisheries 

measures are proposed are located within the areas where the greatest variety of habitat characteristics 

can be observed (concretely sectors A and C, see Fig. 9 above). The entire coastal zone is also considered 

an area with a high biological value. 

It is not expected that the proposed fisheries measures will lead to additional pressure on other 

sensitive areas within the BPNS. It must be emphasised that the fisheries measures do not exclude any 

area within the BPNS from fishing activities. The measures do aim to stimulate the use of non-seabed-

disturbing fishing techniques as much as possible.  

Even if the fishing industry is not incentivised to use less seabed-disturbing disturbing fishing techniques, 

the limited surface area for which measures are proposed can be expected to have a diluting effect. 

Fishing activities that use seabed-disturbing techniques would spread out across the remaining area of 

the BPNS.  

6.2 No disproportionate consequences for the fishing industry 

                                                           
22

 Polet, H. & Depestele, J. (2010).  Impact assessment of the effects of a selected range of fishing gears in the 

North Sea. Report commissioned by Stichting Noordzee and WNF. 

For more information, see the following attached documents: 

Annex 12. van Hal R. (2014), Waardekaarten Belgisch EEZ. IJmuiden: IMARES (Rapport C004.14), 19pp. 

Annex 13. van Hal R. (2014), Waardekaarten Belgische 3 tot 4,5-mijlszone. Ijmuiden: IMARES (Rapport 

C052.14), 19pp.  
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Seabed-disturbing fishing activities have long been the most applied technique by Belgian fishermen. 

Another classic technique, otter trawling, only has a small share. For the Dutch fleet, cutter fishing 

makes up the largest share. In this category, beam trawling is one of the most commonly used 

techniques as well. Therefore, it can be concluded that measures that limit beam trawling will have an 

effect on both the Belgian and the Dutch fleet. 

The Institute for Marine Resources and Ecosystem Studies (IMARES) has carried out two studies, 

commissioned by the Netherlands, in which value maps and tables are used to describe the socio-

economic impact of the proposed measures for Dutch fishermen. 

Based on the data provided by the ILVO study (see Chapter 5 above), it can generally be assumed that 

neither the Belgian, nor the Dutch fishing industry will be substantially affected by the proposed 

measures.  

For instance, for shrimp fishing it was demonstrated that Dutch shrimp fishermen have only a limited 

presence, mainly in the eastern part of the BPNS. Belgian shrimp fishermen, on the other hand, are very 

active in zones 1 and 2 of the Flemish Banks. For this reason, fishing with seabed-disturbing techniques 

is not prohibited for currently active shrimp fishermen. They may continue their activities on condition 

that they use a sieving net. 

For beam trawling for demersal fish, the ILVO study showed that beam trawling by Belgian fishermen 

takes place mainly outside the BPNS. The limited activity that does take place within the BPNS is spread 

out across the entire area. Within the Flemish Banks, Belgian beam trawlers fish mainly in zone 1. For 

this reason, fishing with seabed-disturbing techniques is not prohibited in this zone for currently active 

beam trawlers. They may continue their activities on condition that they use beams with wheels. Dutch 

beam trawlers are very active in the entire BPNS, and especially outside the 3 NM zone. Hence, it is 

inevitable that all five of the proposed measures will have an effect on the Dutch fleet. As the proposed 

fisheries measures only refer to a very limited area of the total surface area of the BPNS, it can also be 

assumed that they will not be affected by the measures in a disproportionate manner.  
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7. Enforcement  

7.1 General 

The proposed measures involve the application of additional restrictions when it comes to the access of 

fishing vessels to the fishing grounds. Although the principle of free access to the fishing grounds, as 

established by the Common Fisheries Policy, is not deviated from, additional technical restrictions are 

imposed on fishing vessels in order to guarantee or restore the integrity of the seabed, as the case may 

be. Either a technical requirement is imposed on the fishing equipment (mandatory use of beams with 

wheels for coastal fishing and additional sieving nets for shrimp fishing), or fishing with seabed-

disturbing techniques is prohibited, or alternative seabed-disturbing fishing techniques are permitted.  

In addition, over the entire coastline access to the 4.5 NM zone is limited to vessels with a gross register 

tonnage of less than 70. 

7.2 Monitoring methodology 

For the monitoring of fisheries measures, traditionally a combination of procedures has been used, 

concretely remote monitoring using the VMS or the AIS (automatic identification system), aerial and 

marine monitoring and technical monitoring on board of the vessel itself. 

While the enforcement of certain technical requirements can take place remotely (the gross register 

tonnages of fishing vessels are listed in the respective fleet registers), the general enforcement of the 

planned prohibitions requires visits on board the vessels during their activity. 

The various available monitoring methods can be listed as follows, in increasing order of effectiveness:  

Documentation 

The introduction of an additional licensing system is explicitly not taken into consideration. This is 

because the Belgian authorities are of the opinion that the conditions for awarding fishing licences and 

permits must be determined at the European level, and that this principle cannot be deviated from. 

Lists of fishing vessels with their characteristics, in particular the gross register tonnage, are available for 

national and foreign fleets. The lists will be kept available on board of the monitoring units (patrol 

vessels and plane) and updated when necessary. 

Remote monitoring 

According to EU regulations, vessels with a LOA ('length over all') of more than 12 m are subject to the 

VMS. Moreover, vessels with a LOA of more than 15 m are also subject to the AIS as of May 2014. Both 

electronic monitoring systems are used to monitor the presence of vessels.  

Although fishing activities as such are not reported by the systems, these can indirectly be deduced from 

the pattern of consecutive positions. 



50 Description of the fisheries measures proposed to achieve a 'good environmental status' in the Belgian part of 
the North Sea 

 

Observation 

Marine units of the Navy, Maritime Police and Customs will be assigned the permanent duty to monitor 

and report on the presence and activity of fishing vessels. 

The flight plan and route of the control plane will be adapted in order to fly over the different zones 

during their routine operation. 

Physical inspections 

During missions at sea, so-called boardings will be performed of vessels during their activity. Aside from 

an inspection of the documentation and the catch, in particular the fishing equipment will be subjected 

to a technical inspection. 

However, inspections of the fishing equipment in the ports are not planned, because the mere presence 

of fishing equipment which may be used illegally is not prohibited under European or national 

regulations. 

The monitoring teams will have the lists and descriptions of permitted alternative seabed-disturbing 

fishing equipment at their disposal. The research institute ILVO will be asked to provide an approach for 

this. The fishing industry will be informed of the result of this study. 

7.3 Monitoring intensity 

The enforcement of the proposed fishing measures at sea does not involve an increase in the current 

monitoring intensity, which is summarised below. 

Monitoring with the VMS is done in near real time during office hours from the FMC (fleet monitoring 

centre) in Ostend. 

The annual aerial programme of the Sea Fisheries Department comprises the performance of missions 

with the OO-MMM plane for a total of 40 flying hours at sea. The Marine Environment Service of the 

Directorate-General for the Environment carries out helicopter flights for training and environmental 

monitoring tasks at sea for a total of approximately 20 flying hours at sea per year.  

Arrangements have been made with the partners/owners of seagoing vessels within the coast guard 

structure on the use of patrol vessels for monitoring operations at sea. For instance, the Sea Fisheries 

Department has an agreement with the Ministry of Defence on the use of patrol vessels during 100 days 

at sea per year. The Directorate-General for the Environment has a similar agreement with the Ministry 

of Defence on the use of patrol vessels during 50 days at sea per year. With the putting into service of 

the BNS CASTOR (2014) and the BNS POLLUX (2015) it will be possible to achieve this objective. 

There is an agreement with DAB Vloot on the use of the ZEEHOND for sea fisheries inspections during 30 

days at sea per year. 

The Sea Fisheries Department and the competent federal departments will plan and perform their 

inspections in a coordinated manner, taking into account possible synergies and cooperation and 
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attempting to make an optimal use of the existing means for fishing and environmental monitoring at 

sea.  

7.4 Legal basis 

The enforcement is taken care of by Flemish (Sea Fisheries Department) and federal (Directorate-

General for the Environment) officials, who derive their respective powers from the Decree of 28 June 

2013 on the Agriculture and Fisheries Policy and the Law of 20 January 1999 on the protection of the 

marine environment and the organisation of marine spatial planning in the sea areas under Belgian 

jurisdiction.  
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8. Monitoring of the status of the marine environment 
The Marine Strategy Framework Directive aims to achieve or maintain a ‘good environmental status’ of 

the marine waters of the EU by 2020. To this end, the Member States are to develop and implement 

national marine strategies to protect and maintain the marine environment, prevent its deterioration, 

or, where possible, restore marine ecosystems in areas where these have suffered damage. By 

establishing concrete links between qualitative descriptive environmental elements and public health, 

recreation and economic growth, important steps can be taken to minimise the negative effects of the 

human use of the sea. 

In order to be able to assess the status of the marine environment and the various environmental 

objectives, the Member States had to adhere to a joint monitoring programme. Article 9 of the RD of 23 

June 2010 puts the Management Unit of the North Sea Mathematical Models (BMM) in charge of the 

design and implementation of the Belgian monitoring programmes for the continuous assessment of the 

marine environmental status. 

The monitoring programme was developed and discussed under the coordination of BMM, in 

cooperation with experts and policy-makers of the various Belgian administrations and public research 

institutions. During the development of the monitoring programme it was attempted to make it as 

consistent as possible with the relevant provisions on assessment and monitoring established in the 

legislation of the European Union or by virtue of international agreements. The monitoring programme 

uses the current monitoring as much as possible, where possible in unchanged form, and adapting it 

where necessary.The monitoring programmes cover all environmental targets, with the exception of 

pressure- or need-oriented environmental targets, for which, rather than a number of environmental 

data, measures will be required with respect to pressure or ad hoc considerations during the 

environmental impact assessments. 
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