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This report of the Passion for Nature conference summarises the key points made by the guest 

speakers and elaborates on the discussion sessions of the last day. The report follows the structure of 

the programme of the conference. The presentations are available through www.bosland.be. 

 

http://www.bosland.be/
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2  Day 1 - Wednesday 12 October 2016 

2.1 WELCOME AND OPENING PRESENTATIONS 

2.1.1 Setting the scene: Introduction and goals of the conference: Dries 

GORISSEN – Deputy Director Regional Projects at the Agency for Nature 

and Forests, Belgium 

Bosland is a statutory partnership launched in 2006 between three municipalities, the regional 

Flemish Agency for Nature and Forest, the ngo Regional Landscape Lage Kempen and the Provincial 

tourism association Limburg Tourism. Therefore Bosland serves as an excellent example for 

integrated governance and incorporating opportunities for both nature and society. People and 

passion are central to the Bosland undertaking, and likewise the common theme during the 

conference. The main objectives of the conference were to discover Bosland, share and build upon 

passion for nature, explore new perspectives and possibilities, serve as a networking platform and 

bridge knowledge gaps.  

www.bosland.be  

2.1.2 Opening remarks by Mayor Jaak FRANSEN – Municipality of Overpelt, 

Belgium 

Mayor Fransen of the Bosland municipality of Overpelt officially opened the conference. He 

explained how Bosland evolved in 10 years: “Bosland marked the change from a top-down approach 

of forest management to a bottom-up approach where the local population was involved in making 

decisions on how to manage the natural heritage”. He stressed the added value of cooperating with 

three municipalities, a provincial tourism association and the regional landscape organisation to 

develop capacity to work on cross-border issues and to bring competences together in a network of 

actors. Bosland is an integrated network building on the unique natural heritage in the region. 

2.1.3 Passion for Nature - Integrating biodiversity in local and regional 

development and gaining interest of multiple stakeholders: Savita 

CUSTEAD - Chief Executive, Bristol Natural History Consortium, United 

Kingdom 

Savita Custead shared her experiences on the multi-stakeholder approach by the Bristol Natural 

History Consortium (BNHC). The BNHC attempts to ensure that nature matters in local decision 

making creating a ‘magical mix’ of partners ranging from conservation experts to policy makers, 

researchers and the media. She quickly captivated the audience by her interactive approach; 

questioning the motives and scale of nature-related undertakings, the communication challenges of 

conveying environmental information and the values attached to nature. In addition she pinpointed 

the opportunities associated with nature and biodiversity projects.  

http://www.bosland.be/
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During the presentation she also warned for the misuse of terms as the general public and 

recommended to let stakeholder groups define themselves what nature means for them. Nature and 

biodiversity projects have the ability to bring unusual stakeholders together, who can feel 

uncomfortable to cooperate. BNHC starts where the people are, and situates their message within 

real people’s insights, one of the examples being a vision for nature in 2050 developed by 12-35 year 

olds. She also stressed the role of working with the media “When it is in the paper, it stimulates 

action”. Furthermore the abundance of information in environmental communication often tends to 

obscure the call for action. A clear mission statement is required to attract partners. As nature is 

associated with cultural and social values the starting point of any project should be where the 

people are.  

This sparked questions from the audience on how best to address partnerships with stakeholders 

who are strenuous to work with or we as conservationists feel ourselves uncomfortable with. Savita 

Custead replied with an example of a partnership which raised negative criticism from BNHC 

members demonstrating that the particular partnership was not considered appropriate. This 

signifies the difficulties of striking a balance of including ‘’uncomfortable’’ partners in nature projects 

and the quality/integrity of the project. Finally, the question on “who is the expert” was raised. Is it 

the staff member of the BNHC, or is it Joe Public?  

www.bnhc.org.uk  

2.2 INSIPRATION BY EXAMPLE 

2.2.1 Energetic Landscape: Revalorising woody biomass from historical 

landscape elements: Bart PAESEN – Regional Landscape Lage Kempen 

The system of hedgerows with coppice wood and pollard trees surrounding agricultural land can be 

found all over Western Europe. For centuries these traditional landscapes were intensively 

maintained for food, fuel and fibre, but now they are often neglected, with negative impacts on 

historical heritage and biodiversity. Regional Landscape Lage Kempen showcased how by using 

modern techniques (machinery, digital platforms etc.), working on a local scale and with successful 

partnerships these hedgerows can be managed again to retain the multi-functionality of the system. 

It was proven that extracting biomass for energy and fibres in a rotary system on a local scale is 

economically feasible, can provide local jobs, supports the local economy, avoids financing the oil 

industry abroad and keeps the currency in the local economy. At the same time recreational and 

ecological values could be successfully maintained in densely populated Flanders, leading to post-

modern landscapes focussing on food, feelgood and flowers. Energetic landscapes are green, local, 

social and economic. 

www.rllk.be  

2.2.2 Natuurmonumenten, a national strategy for local connection: Bjorn VAN 

DEN BOOM – Head of Public Affairs, Natuurmonumenten, the Netherlands 

Decisions on nature and society are generally taken top-down by managers, organisations and 

governments. Learning from negative experiences where members were upset with top-down 

http://www.bnhc.org.uk/
http://www.rllk.be/
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decisions, Dutch nature conservancy Natuurmonumenten decided to evolve into a citizen movement, 

building on grassroots consultations with members and other citizens and co-creating strategies with 

members instead of creating strategies for their members. For instance on the topic of the 

management of large mammal populations it is very important that decisions could be made with 

citizen support since the topic had caused a lot of difficulties in the past. This lead to negative 

reactions of members and media, and resulting in a decreased number of memberships.  

Another example was the reaction on the decision of the Dutch minister of Infrastructure & 

Environment to abolish the strict rules on urban development in coastal areas, a decision that could 

lead to a fast expansion of commercial buildings on the coastline. Natuurmonumenten launched a 

very successful campaign in which people (also non-members) actively participated and became 

‘Baywatchers’ to protect the large, open, natural coast of the Netherlands. On the question which 

factors exactly led to such an active participation in this particular example Bjorn van den Boom 

answered that 1) people are connected to the coast because many of them go there on holiday (or 

have done that in the past, mainly in their childhood) “being in the bodies and the minds of the 

people”, 2) they organised thematic information days in which people spoke up for themselves and 

encouraged other people without the need of any effort from Natuurmonumenten (campaign run as 

a social movement, according to the G1000 technique), and 3) the problem (“to build or not to 

build”) and solution were very clear and uncontested. 

www.natuurmonumenten.nl  

2.2.3 Synergies between science and practice from an academic point of 

view: Kris VERHEYEN – Professor, Faculty of Bioscience Engineering, 

Ghent University, Belgium 

A small survey among natural area managers in Flanders elucidated that the general attitude towards 

research is very positive. Particularly research that helps underpinning/evaluating management 

actions is welcomed but fundamental research is possible too on the condition that the impact on 

biodiversity or day-to-day management is not too high (the added value of fundamental research for 

daily management is however considered lower). Two concerns of the managers came forward: 1) 

staff and budget for research goals are constrained in management organisations and 2) there is a 

lack of (clear) communication by researchers, resulting in lack of data transfer, data loss and 

duplicate efforts. Managers feel that research can complicate management (by the complex results 

that are not always easy to mainstream within the daily management), but can facilitate reaching a 

wider audience and can raise public support for nature. 

Three types of research in natural areas were determined: consultancy commissioned by managers 

(e.g. preparatory studies for management planning), joint-venture research (e.g. in the framework of 

LIFE- or Interreg-projects) and academic (fundamental or applied) research supported by research 

funding organisations. The latter was the point of interest of the talk since this is where most 

challenges to align researchers’ work with knowledge needs of nature managers. Academic research 

provides an opportunity to draw external money in nature conservation and to take advantage of the 

large research capacity present. However some important issues must be mentioned. Research 

funding typically lasts only for a couple of years (it is hard to organise long-term monitoring) and 

there is a big pressure to publish results in international scientific journals, leaving less time to 

http://www.natuurmonumenten.nl/
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translate results to a local or wider audience. Nevertheless better alignment of management 

knowledge needs and researchers operations gains attention in the academic sector. Fortunately the 

interaction between managers and stakeholders creates different win-wins for both parties 

throughout the lifecycle of a research project. Moreover positive feedback loops occur, especially 

when facilitating platforms (for example www.Boslab.be) are established, but also through 

knowledge exchange agreements or site access fees.  

The audience suggested to include a true dissemination and communication part in research 

projects, as is obliged in LIFE- and Interreg-projects. Prof. Verheyen explained how this is already part 

of some applications for research, but there is limited control that the research project effectively 

delivered what was promised in terms of dissemination. Another comment suggested that scientists 

need to learn the language of the people. When you are in the field, doing your research with the 

people, you learn their language. The latter statement was confirmed by Savita Custead (BNCH). 

www.fornalub.ugent.be  

2.2.4 Center Parcs, touristic valorisation of Natura2000-sites, The Bosland 

and LIFE+Together cases: Jean HENKENS – Biologist/Landscape 

Architect, Center Parcs, Belgium 

People nowadays are more inclined to take several short holidays trips closer to home, than one 

longer holiday. When choosing the destination, the environment and natural landscape plays an 

essential role, even more than the accommodation itself according to Jean Henkens. Center Parcs 

attempts to offer their guests quality time with their families, a peaceful environment to reconnect 

with nature and a place to relax. Center Parcs tries to offer nature values and experiences to their 

guests, starting in the core of the accommodation, but they do not actively raise awareness about 

issues concerning sustainability and biodiversity. The Vossemeren park demonstrates that a close 

collaboration with nature projects, such as Bosland, creates plentiful advantages for all parties: resort 

owners, visitors, and nature managers. This raised the question: is Center Parcs paying or willing to 

pay Bosland any contribution as it benefits from the natural environment and the recreational 

activities in Bosland? Currently this is not the case and this will most likely stay this way. Ethically one 

can consider if a business is allowed to identify itself with its surroundings, taking advantage of it, 

without (financially) contributing to the environment? Vossemeren stimulates its visitors to go out 

the park and to discover nearby nature, e.g. through the Natura Cabana and by stimulating the staff 

to be an ambassador for their region. For example, about 35.000 Vossemeren residents yearly visit 

the Sahara nature reserve nearby. Jean Henkens closed his talk by pleading for building an attractive 

storyline, which brings the visitors in a landscape that will surprise them. However there are also 

drawbacks from the visitors on nature, e.g. damage to trails or nature by mountain bikers or littering 

by walkers. 

http://www.boslab.be/
http://www.fornalub.ugent.be/
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http://inspiratie.centerparcs.nl/nature/gluur-door-de-gaten-en-ontdek-bosland 

2.2.5 Bankside Urban Forest (Business Improvement District): Valerie BEIRNE 

– Bankside Urban Forest Manager, Better Bankside, United Kingdom 

The Business Improvement District (BID) concept was created in 2005 to give local districts a lever to 

raise levies for improving business districts. Bankside is a dense urban district in London which 

undergoes rapid development and population growth. This increases the pressure on the streets and 

open spaces, therefore the Bankside BID is focussing on Cleanness, Greenness and Safety. Though 

the area has a local network of urban green, it is lacking large green spaces. Therefore Better 

Bankside launched the Bankside Urban Forest (BUF) initiative to connect the green spaces and 

improve the streets that interconnect the green areas in order to upgrade the entire area to 

something greater than the individual parts. At the same time the project envisions to create a better 

living and working environment. The BUF is a menu of things, focussing on creating healthy space for 

happy people (residents as well as commuters).  

With the interest of the private sector in mind (650 businesses operate in the district), the Bankside 

Urban Forest opens opportunities for local businesses and creates possibilities for the 60.000 

employees from different companies to interact with each other. In terms of increasing biodiversity 

the area is monitored to see how much green surfaces are added. Green space is not purely needed 

for biodiversity but also serves artistic, esthetical and social purposes. BUF is delivering the Mayor of 

London Green Infrastructure goals in the district. 

When asked whether in this case the term forest resonates with the multifunctionality associated 

with it, Valerie Beirne responded that the term was chosen as it allows more imagination and 

provides more flexibility to respond to changing conditions and expectations. 

www.betterbankside.co.uk  

2.2.6 Natura 2000 and forest management: Tomasso SITZIA – Professor of 

forest management, University of Padova, Italy 

Professor Tommaso Sitzia presented the key concerns and approaches to make forest management 

work in a Natura 2000 context in the Italian Alps. He stressed the importance to fully integrate the 

existing regulatory and planning frameworks. According to Prof. Sitzia a planning approach must 

always be adapted to the regional circumstances. To communicate the content of forest 

management and nature conservation with stakeholders and a wider audience, specific efforts are 

needed. An articulated structure of conservation measures could facilitate participation. The 

translation of forest inventory data into clear projections is recommended. Operational forest plans 

have to be checked on conformity between stakeholders and expert opinions. In a concrete example 

of practicing forest management in Natura 2000 conservation areas the significance of the 

relationships between timing of forest operations and habitat suitability was stressed for the case of 

the rare golden Alpine salamander (Salamandra atra aurorae). 

http://inspiratie.centerparcs.nl/nature/gluur-door-de-gaten-en-ontdek-bosland
http://www.betterbankside.co.uk/
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2.3 KNOWLEDGE MARKET 

During the Knowledge Market, participants could learn from each other, engage in serious 

discussions, share experiences and find shared challenges. The aim of the conference was to 

facilitate new partnerships between the participants and the Knowledge Market was one of the main 

fora for this exchange. Co-organiser BOS+ delegated Cupido and ECNC a facilitator to stimulate the 

participants to find new partnerships and build new coalitions and future cooperation.  

Before and during the Knowledge Market, the participants could also indicate their knowledge 

needs. Below we give an overview of this survey. 

Table. Knowledge needs on integrated governance for nature & society 

Inclusive territorial management 2 A portfolio of nature-based governance 
projects 

6 

Sustainable forest management 4 Tourism as a driving force for integrated 
governance 

4 

Adaptive management 1 Integrating local knowledge in integrated 
nature-based projects 

2 

Adaptive governance 3 Social entrepreneurship approach to nature-
based projects 

5 

Community participation 6 Finding the appropriate scale: combining local 
connectedness with economies of scale at the 
regional level 

5 

Involving businesses into nature 
restoration 

6 Building public-private partnerships 2 

The role of local authorities in integrated 
governance projects 

5 Interweaving private Green Infrastructure with 
public Natura2000 sites 

7 

Linking integrated governance projects to 
Natura2000 

5 Regional branding 1 

Access to nature 1 Co-creating a shared vision 1 

The nature – society interaction 6 How to spread passion for nature 6 

 

  



 

 

 

 

- 10 - 

10 years of Bosland • Passion for Nature - Summary Report • 12-14 October 2016 

 

3 Day 2 - Thursday 13 October 2016 

3.1 BOSLAND EXCURSION – Passion in Practice: a journey of 

passion and people for nature and their landscapes 

The excursion visited Pijnven, the Sibelco Site and the Maatheide industrial zone, and the Sahara 

reserve.  

Pijnven is a 2.000 ha large forest area with one of the main welcome areas for Bosland. We visited 

the visitor welcome portal which is focused on welcoming children and where the Forest Creatures 

path starts. A bit further in the forest, the Treehouse welcomes business groups for meetings in an 

inspiring setting. Next stop was the FORBIO experimental planting site, where ForNaLab (Ghent 

University) and their partners research the advantages of mixed forests, but also on the impact of 

recreation and wood harvest on biodiversity. Research on the Night Jar (by Ruben Evens, Hasselt 

University) was also explained on site. 

At the next stop, the project coordinator of Interreg 2B Connect from Lommel municipality explained 

how the project will be developing green infrastructure within the Maatheide industrial zone and the 

Sibelco sand mining site. 

Bleekerheide & Sahara was the final stop of the excursion. The heath restoration site at Bleekerheide 

was visited. To remove the excess nitrogen in the soil, clover was sown and is regularly mowed 

(3/year) sown at the site. The top soil was not removed by an excavator, but by a mower (activated 

in “reverse”). After crossing the canal, we entered the Sahara reserve – an open sand dune complex 

– where the Bosland Giant watchtower is a recently added point of attraction, with an immediate 

impact on the visitor numbers for the site. Will Beckers (Sculpturales) developed a Land Art 

installation with branches from the surrounding forest. Children can and should play in and with the 

installation. This way they get closely connected to nature and the forest.  

3.2 MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE FOR PEOPLE AND BIODIVERSITY 

3.2.1 Working together on local and regional partnerships for people and 

biodiversity: Hilde EGGERMONT – Regional Councillor IUC & Coordinator 

Belgian Biodiversity Platform, Belgium 

This presentation outlined the main activities of the International Union for Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN), clarified the current EU nature policy and extensively elaborated on working together with 

local and regional partners through nature-based solutions (NBS). IUCN strives to enable human 

progress, economic development and nature conservation to take place together. In this context 

certain socio-economic and environmental challenges can be addressed by NBS. For a successful 

implementation of NBS, fostering integrated, cross-sectoral approaches with a shared understanding 

should be taken into account, while at the same time recognizing that NBS are determined by the 

site-specific natural and cultural context. It is clear that regional and local authorities are key to the 

implementation of the international and European nature conservation policies and they are a crucial 
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factor in upscaling NBS. Maintaining viable and credible, large-scale restoration as a NBS, requires 

multidisciplinary partnerships, with a focus on engaging the private sector. All relevant actors can be 

mobilized through demonstrations of how NBS provide benefits for the environment (especially 

biodiversity), economy and society. Multiple examples of NBS initiatives by IUCN were given. For 

instance in Rwanda a national forest restoration policy was set up through a collaborative and 

iterative process between government, regional and local authorities. A second example, the World 

Environmental Hub, certifies cities and regions that place environmental sustainability, biodiversity 

and ecosystem services at the heart of urban and regional development. IUCN France (example 3) 

recognizes that regional biodiversity strategies provide the ideal framework for meeting sustainable 

development challenges at the regional level. IUCN France published guidelines to facilitate further 

development and implementation throughout France (e.g. guidelines on governance, content and 

implementation). Bosland should be example 4 according to the speaker. She concluded with 

stressing that regional and local authorities are the key level to the implementation of nature 

conservation policy, and they are champions for upscaling NBS. However, there is a need for 

increased capacity building, knowledge sharing and financial support, and demonstrations how NBS 

can provide benefits for environment, economy and society. Finally, there is a need for more 

scientific knowledge on NBS, e.g. on assessing how NBS can be integrated into urban and land-use 

planning. 

www.iucn.org  

3.2.2 LIFE and Land Stewardsip – lessons learned: Marc Vilahur CHIARAVIGLIO 

– President, Xarxa de Custodia del Territori, Spain 

Land stewardship is a strategy that involves landowners and land users in the conservation of nature 

and landscape, with the support and inputs from a wide range of civil society groups. Through land 

stewardship different people from different backgrounds work jointly towards the common goal of 

taking care of their land. Marc Vilahur, president of the Land Stewardship Network of Catalonia 

presented the evolutions and opportunities on this subject via the Land Life project, financed by the 

European Commission (LIFE+). Land Life, running from 2011 to 2014, aimed to boost land 

stewardship as a conservation tool in the Western Mediterranean Arc and the whole of Europe. This 

was done by communicating the value of land stewardship as an effective and successful tool for 

nature and biodiversity conservation and by providing a training scheme. The communication actions 

led to an European website portal, a manual, regional workshops, an European Congress, an 

European Week on Land Stewardship and different multimedia materials whereas the training 

actions provided a help desk and online course. The project succeeded in its aim for instance by 

analysing how land stewardship contributes to implementing European policies, by contributing to 

the standardisation of the land stewardship concept in Europe and by promoting signing new land 

stewardship agreements. A high participation of citizens was achieved (e.g. through photo contest 

and excursions) and the online and physical knowledge exchange spaces led to the final “Barcelona 

Declaration” and the initiative to create the European Network on Land Stewardship. While the 

project focussed on the Mediterranean Arc, opportunities to promote land stewardship in Europe are 

numerous and a lot of progress has been made. Land stewardship is a tool for social involvement and 

social entrepreneurship, strengthening regional efforts and the rural economy. The speaker closed 

http://www.iucn.org/
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his talk by pleading for a land stewardship approach in the buffer zones around the forest and nature 

areas in Bosland. 

www.landstewardship.eu  

3.2.3 Sibelco: mining activities, biodiversity and local society – the local 

Bosland and LIFE+ Together case within an European perspective: Mark 

STULENS – Executive Vice President Health & Safety, Quality and 

Sustainability, Belgium 

Mark Stulens presented the aim of Sibelco for a strong partnership between mining and biodiversity. 

As long as sustainability objectives do not negatively influence the core business activities, Sibelco is 

dedicated to help increase local biodiversity, within their “whole of life” approach (looking for 

opportunities for biodiversity and the environment before, during & after mining). Sibelco’s ambition 

for the future can be deduced to three prominent p’s: people - planet - profit but multiple other p-

words beautifully represent their mission and vision as well (pleasure, progress, positive…). . 

The operations of Sibelco are often situated in the proximity of Nature 2000 areas which causes 

limited expansion possibilities and extra requirements. Sibelco has to take both European as national 

policies concerning sustainability into account. This resulted in their own biodiversity strategy called 

‘’Valuing our Natural Capital’’. Sibelco responded to the inspiring Bosland initiative and helped realise 

this project by financially supporting the recreational infrastructure. Sibelco is also part of the 2B 

Connect Interreg-project. This entails the redevelopment of three quarries leading to a permanent 

Nature Corridor, as well as recreational connections. Sibelco is dreaming of a Sibelco international 

park, connecting different mining sites throughout Europe (22.460 ha in total, often close to 

Natura2000 sites). 

3.2.4 Parc regional Luberon in France, an example of multiplying and 

integration: Sophie BOURLON – Natura 2000 project manager, France 

French regional parks are designated for the protection of rural areas with high cultural and natural 

value. This is done through the implementation of environmentally-friendly land-use planning and 

fostering economic, social and cultural development. The latter partly lays at the basis of the unique 

character of regional parks. These parks are characterised by their network of volunteers. The 

regional parks cooperate with the scientific community for advice.  

The Luberon regional park encompasses a surface of 1953.88 km and is renowned for its natural 

resources of French flora and fauna. The Luberon park has to deal with fire risks, herbs and truffle 

gatherers and grazers. The local towns and stakeholders (including private forest owners) have 

organised a forest charter to sustainably manage the forests of Luberon. This charter entails concrete 

objectives and actions concerning the management of natural resources of the private and public 

forests within Luberon. It is advised to look for win-win situations between the different 

stakeholders, in an open dialogue. Through open communication between the owners/forest 

managers and the park management an adequate ecological plan can be developed. Moreover the 

Luberon park invests in raising awareness through workshops, excursions and social events that take 

place in the park. The park is equipped to welcome people with disabilities. The Luberon park also 

http://www.landstewardship.eu/
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successfully integrates Natura 2000 sites into their structural planning. Mutual exchange of 

knowledge and experience with Bosland will undoubtedly be of high value. 

www.pnrpaca.org  

3.3 EVENING SESSION - HIGH-LEVEL CELEBRATION OF PEOPLE AND 

NATURE 

3.3.1 10 years of Bosland - A brief history and manifesto: Dries GORISSEN - 

Deputy Director Regional Projects at Agency for Nature and Forests, 

Belgium 

The idea of Bosland originated from people sharing experiences and thoughts about nature and rare 

species. This lead to a joint conviction to conserve the natural and cultural heritage in the area and 

the willingness to share this with society. An extensive participatory envisioning process was held to 

better understand the needs and opinions of the local community by means of enquiries and 

feedback sessions. This gave rise to a growing responsibility to conserve the biodiversity at hand 

leading to a joint public patrimony. Hence the involvement of the local community is considered as 

key to the success of Bosland. As a result the municipalities of Hechtel-Eksel, Lommel and Overpelt 

form the centre of Bosland together with the Agency for Nature and Forests, Limburg Tourism and 

Regional Landscape Lage Kempen.  

To make the Bosland project work, the six partners formed a structure composed of a management 

committee, a project group, a project office and different work groups. In this way permanent staff 

and a structured inflow of financial means are assured but there is also enough room for additional 

funding and staff on a project base. Additionally they are aided by the advisory board and the 

scientific board as well as the Bosland parliament, consisting of the ecological, economic and social 

chamber. These external constructions provide a real competence network, encourage social 

entrepreneurship and are community-based through multiple local stakeholder groups in the 

Bosland parliament.  

In Bosland specific attention is given to the children. The nature area is provided with child-friendly 

equipment and play forests to attract the youth, transforming Bosland into a homeland for children. 

Furthermore by installing alliances between the public and private sector and allowing tourism to 

flourish Bosland also turned into a commercial brand. Local products, such as jenever and cookies, 

are the result of these alliances nonetheless the core product of the region remains the natural 

landscape.  

Biodiversity conservation actions that were applied seem to be working as earlier critical endangered 

species are no longer endangered. Bosland applied a long term strategy concerning the production of 

wood involving social employment, collaborating with local farmers and producing bio-energy. 

Bosland is also a home for scientific research and pilot projects enabling additional opportunities for 

funding. A lot was learned and experience was gained in the past 10 years and with this rich 

background Bosland is ready for the future.  

http://www.pnrpaca.org/
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3.3.2 Concluding words by the representatives of different governmental 

levels 

One of the crucial elements why Bosland became such a success story is its integrated governance 

with intensive collaborations and support from all governmental levels. This was confirmed by the 

testimonies and inspiring talks of representatives of each level. 

On the municipal level Kris Verduyckt, Alderman of Lommel, stressed that the integrated, holistic 

approach with a lot of efforts put into participation of the citizens and local stakeholders, led to a 

very positive attitude towards nature and forests: “Returning the forest to our people was one of the 

main aims of Bosland”. Bosland allows the citizens of the three municipalities to experience our local 

identity: they feel more connected to nature and forest and are proud of Bosland. Bosland proves 

that local governments can in fact induce change if they work together “Before Bosland, many 

problems were faced individually, we never approached them in an integrated way”. Moreover 

finding financial support enabled the shaping of the Bosland project. Focussing on children definitely 

played an important role in this. Having a nice time playing in the forest, learning about nature, 

letting the forest trigger their imagination and being there together with family made them 

enthusiastic. Their enthusiasm in its turn positively influenced parents, family and friends. This was 

expressed beautifully by Pieter Ceunen, the Junior Mayor of Lommel, Giel Kog and Finn Stappers, the 

Junior Mayors of Overpelt and Jef Dieltiëns, the Junior Mayor of Hechtel-Eksel. 

On the provincial level Ludwig Vandenhove, Deputy of environment for the province of Limburg, 

emphasised on the importance of connecting the different ecosystem services present in the region, 

not only for biodiversity, but also for health. Bosland accomplishes to do so. As the greenest province 

of Flanders, Limburg naturally attracts visitors. Bosland reinforces this touristic value. Moreover 

Bosland perfectly fits within the ambition of Limburg to become a climate neutral province. The 

Deputy dreamed on “What if all of Limburg would be filled with trees” and he argued that politicians 

should dare to dream of trees – large trees. 

General Director Jos Rutten from the Flemish Agency for Nature and Forests replaced minister Joke 

Schauvlieghe. On behalf of her, he applauded Bosland for their pioneer work as socio-economic 

nature entrepreneur. Bosland is also considered rather unique for their successful involvement of the 

general public into nature conservation which does not happen effortlessly. Furthermore Bosland 

succeeded to attract investors as it developed into an established commercial brand, and also 

attracted several grants and funds from European, regional and provincial resources. Nonetheless 

the collaboration between the different authority levels remains essential and important for a 

sustainable outcome. The minister stresses the need for integrated approaches that solidify the links 

between nature and society. She thanked everyone who have invested all their passion into the 

Bosland project. 

On the European level Humberto Delgado Rosa, Director Natural Capital of the European 

Commission expressed that Bosland is a unique model of integrated governance and serves as a 

wonderful example of a successful participatory process on the ground for Europe. Bosland is 

showcasing the role of forest owners and stakeholders through (1) listening to them, (2) informing & 

(3) involving them, (4) empowering & finally (5) rewarding stakeholders. The European Union needs 

policies that enhance local involvement as well and which are more effectively implemented. A 
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stronger network that connects the 27.000 Natura 2000 sites is desirable. Hence, as nature provides 

benefits for all it was suggested nature areas should be seen as ‘’green’’ infrastructure and are as 

important as any other infrastructure in Europe. Mr. Delgado also expressed his appreciation for the 

involvement of young people in the project: they are the real ambassadors of passion for nature, but 

they are seldom involved in projects on nature development.  
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4 Day 3 - Friday, 14 October - Passion for 

Nature - Moving Forward  

4.1 Opening remarks by Mayor Jan DALEMANS (Hechtel-Eksel) 

Mayor Jan Dalemans (Municipality of Hechtel-Eksel) admitted that he caught the Bosland virus, and 

he hoped that by day 3 of the conference the participants were infected too. He explained that from 

the start, Bosland stole the hearth of the children, and focussing on children was a smart move 

according to him.  

4.2 LESSONS LEARNED, POINTS OF ATTENTION AND THE WAY FORWARD 

As warming up for the final conference day, participants were asked to speak out and summarise the 

main lessons learned and the messages they would take home. We list some of them: 

 Bosland showcases the power of branding, and of coming together after a common brand. 

Also the impact of symbols, such as the Treehouse, the Bosland Giant Watchtower, the 

Bosland biscuit and other authentic products, etc. But also the role a symbolic species such 

as the Nightjar can play. 

 The stakeholder revisited:  

o What you think people are interested in, is not (necessarily) what the people actually 

find interesting. Therefore, it is necessary to go to real people, and to listen to what 

really concerns them. Also working with the media is a prerequisite for impact. 

o The role of magical mixes: don’t predefine too much, and extend beyond the comfort 

zone of naturalists, but also beyond the comfort zone of the (usual) stakeholders. 

Bring people together. Be creative and allow magic to happen. Be multilingual. 

 Putting kids first and getting the kids in the forest was a smart move. Through the children 

you reach the parents and you activate the future generations. 

 Bosland also has a positive impact on the level of biodiversity: how can we roll-out the 

Bosland-model for increasing biodiversity in the rest of Flanders? 

 Bosland resulted in an increased level of visitors, but how can we keep the balance between 

recreation and ecology/biodiversity. How many visitors (and what kind of visitors) can nature 

sustain? 

 Bosland is a frontrunner case in working with businesses & the social economy. 

 The role of the facilitator(s), the leadership and the governance structure is crucial (and 

maybe has been a bit out of the spots during the conference) 

 “Working with green, is working on health”, as said by the Deputy of the province of Limburg. 

Health could be the next focus of Bosland in the coming 10 year. This also nicely connects to 

the focus on children, as a “nature dose” in your childhood leads to health benefits in the 

rest of your life. 
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4.3 Parallel Sessions: PRIORITIES FOR INTEGRATING BIODIVERSITY 

INTO REGIONAL AND LOCAL DEVELOPMENT AND LOCAL SOCIETIES 

The parallel sessions were the prime moment during the conference for in-depth discussion of a 

variety of topics. Each session started with two inspiring pitches, after which the participants were 

encouraged to discuss issues that they face in their projects and ideas they have that might in turn 

inspire others. Each session focused on a different topic, but the relation with nature is an important 

feature of them all. The topics are given and followed by an extensive report of the session. 

4.3.1 Integrated Governance - Mainstreaming opportunities for nature & 

society  

The quality of nature is strongly influenced by policy sectors and activities of governments on various 

geographical levels. Those levels interrelate, or should interrelate, communicate, and provide 

synergies between actions, in order to offer the most effective and efficient output for nature and 

people. This session focused on how to mainstream nature with other policy fields. In addition 

discussed ways to work on a governance structure in which the importance of nature is integrated 

into other policy sectors. 

The workshop started with a tour-de-table: participants explained what integrated governance 

means to them, and what knowledge needs and challenges they are faced with. Integrated 

governance is on: 

 … integrating teams, topics and people to deliver stories and products. But how to show the 

benefits for everybody in a persuading way, and how to keep the common good as the focus 

of an integrated project? 

 … finding common grounds and finding a common language and common vision 

 … finding the right funding: how to involve people and (local) authorities if there is no 

direct/directly visible return on time investment 

 … bottom-up transition movements 

 … integrating people and integrating administrations “talk to the staff in the office next door” 

 … finding your way between different government levels and regulations, between different 

competences with their own practices, regulations, traditions, … 

 … finding the right focus (in Bosland, even with all partners involved, the focus is still on 

nature) 

 … connecting nature with the place where people are: in the residential areas (and there is 

maybe still work to be done in Bosland) 

 … stimulating the private sector to co-delver the common vision 

Rik De Vreese (BOS+, www.bosplus.be) in his pitch introduced the case of Parkbos Ghent 

(www.parkbos.be), a project which aims to deliver 250 ha of new afforestation in the urban fringe of 

Ghent (250.000 inhabitants, 50 km west of Brussels). This project started in 1996 with a study to 

locate the most feasible and suitable locations for 300 ha new urban forest development. Four 

locations were indicated, one of them being the location where Parkbos Gent is now being 

developed. The governance structure is elaborate: the Agency for Nature and Forest, the city of 

http://www.bosplus.be/
http://www.parkbos.be/
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Ghent and the municipalities of Sint-Martens-Latem and De Pinte (part of the project is developed on 

their territory), the Flemish Land Agency and the Flemish Agency for Roads and Traffic are all 

involved in the Steering Committee. The province of East-Flanders is project coordinator, but there 

are also stakes by the Heritage department (parts of the area are listed landscapes), the Department 

for Agriculture (main parts of the site were and are in use by professional farmers), the City 

department for Development (part of the site was designated to be developed as science park), and 

the water management agency (part of the site is flooded regularly). Other issues at stake are urban 

pressure & development, private ownership, and traffic (cut-through traffic, noise, slow traffic). A 

LIFE project (LIFE99 ENV/B/000650) was initiated to develop a governance structure, and raise the 

support for the project with the public and the decision-makers. Several events (e.g. information 

walks, information stands during the Ghent City Fair (Gentse Feesten), website, discussion groups, 

etc.). Nowadays, the project is in realisation but the timeframe between the initial idea and the full 

realisation will be over 25 years. 

Points raised during the discussion on Parkbos Gent included: 

 Ownership: why did the project focussed on acquiring the land instead of working with the 

landowners to involve them into the project? The reasons are multiple: the project started in 

another era, when limited funds were less an issue; but the main reason is that this project 

aims at changing the land use (from agriculture to forest), which has a higher impact than 

changing the management of an area. Involving private land owners in a project focused at 

changing the land use is much more difficult than when you are discussing different 

management options of public land. Nowadays, minds have shifted and other solutions could 

be developed (land stewardship, permaculture-approaches, local food movement, urban 

agriculture, nature-oriented agriculture, …). However, in the urban fringe the pressure on the 

land is very high. 

 How was the vision developed? Bottom-up or top-down (answer = top-down with 

consultation from administration, policy and public)? Would it have been easier to 

implement the project when the vision would be developed more in a bottom-up approach? 

Difficult to say, maybe, but the stakeholders had all very different visions, it would have been 

difficult to find a common vision. The stakeholders were involved through advisory boards, 

public hearings and public consultation, and some powerful stakeholders lobbied with 

politicians and administrations for their stake. 

Joke Quintens (Dwarsdenkers - The Co-creation Company www.dwarsdenkers.be, previously 

alderman for participation, development & environment in Genk) introduced a transition-based 

approach to governance and how the city of Genk implemented this approach for designing an urban 

park. Genk is a “super-diverse” city (meaning many nationalities and origins) with overall low-

educated citizens who have limited environmental awareness. Introducing the concept of nature-

based solutions in urban planning was not straightforward. For her, working together with the 

citizens should be the first idea for urban development. “Samen stad maken” (Making the City 

Together) consequently was the title of her pitch. She suggests to tap into the passion and skills of 

every person involved or interested in the process, be it a citizen, a politician or a civil servant. 

Administrators (civil servants & politicians) should be able to let things loose, and trust the citizens 

and the process. You have to look further than the usual suspects, and accept small things to happen 

in a co-creative way: “The next big thing will be a lot of small things” she stated. Nature should be 

http://www.dwarsdenkers.be/
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used as a tissue to bring people and their stories together, and therefore nature goes much further 

than biodiversity. Joke considers nature-based solutions (NBS) as a good anchor point to find 

entrances for engaging minorities in nature development 

Joke shared the story of a co-creative planning process for the Schansbroekpark (in the Stiemerbeek 

valley, Genk; part of the ARTS project, http://acceleratingtransitions.eu). The park was a messy 

landscape and the city decided to bring all the partners together and give the power to the people to 

develop a plan for the park. Over 200 people and tens of organisations were involved. Trust was a 

crucial element in the process, but also creating the feeling for the participant that they are part of 

the process and that their input matters. One of the conference participants raised the question on 

how to shape participatory processes for Natura 2000. The experiences with the LIFE+ Together 

project showed that it is difficult to engage other people than the usual stakeholders (“the 50+ semi-

retired active Natuurpunt volunteer”). As a summary, one of the group members defined co-creation 

as: “You need people with some vision, who have the passion to share their vision with other 

people”. 

4.3.2 Ways to mobilize enterprises for nature 

By finding win-win situations between the private and public sector more biodiverse and sustainable 

environments can be created. In this session both the challenges as well as benefits associated with 

finding alliances with the private sector were identified and potential opportunities for cooperation 

were brought forward. 

The first pitch was given by Steven Vanonckelen, former ANB employee, who introduced the 2B 

Connect Interreg-project. 2B Connect aims to green industrial sites and increase the biodiversity 

around work places and likewise create a healthy and fun environment. 2B Connect will train 

advisors that are able to assist companies in their trajectory to a greener work environment. 

Companies will be stimulated to include nature where possible in their structural and spatial 

planning. Some examples of successfully interweaving biodiversity objectives with the business goal 

were given. One of them being the tax authorities’ office of Groningen which provides a living habitat 

for bats. The second pitch was given by Bert De Somviele from BOS+ who shared his experience and 

motivation to mobilise enterprises for nature. According to BOS+ it is advisable to apply an economic 

framework, emphasise the health aspect and put people in front in order to attract enterprises. 

Moreover the collaboration with enterprises may provide new insights and enable a broader network 

and resources to better spread the message. 

As the two pitches outlined there is a need to collaborate with enterprises in order to increase 

biodiversity in Flanders. Such public-private partnerships open up new possibilities for the creation of 

nature. The discussion identified some challenges connected to collaborating with the private sector: 

1. The economic crisis which companies and local farmers are facing caused biodiversity objectives to 

be low on the priority list. 

2. Forests in Belgium are very fragmented (geographically, but also dispersed ownership structure) 

which poses an additional challenge for the sustainable management of these forests. 

http://acceleratingtransitions.eu/
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On the other hand collaborating with the private sector provides many opportunities. During the 

discussion two main stakeholders were identified: the private land owners and the local farmers. 

Both stakeholders share a common sense of proudness and love for the land that they own. Despite 

possible different visions on nature, it is possible for them to build bridges between nature and 

private partners if all parties involved are approached with appreciation for their view and care for 

the land. By tapping into this feeling of proudness a common goal can be reached. Furthermore 

emphasis was put on creating a network between all stakeholders involved with forest and nature 

management. This network provides a platform where knowledge can be shared and enables 

stakeholders to assist one another. It also facilitates local partnerships that enable local 

opportunities to come through. Some examples of such local opportunities were given:  

1. Bosland utilises the visitor centre of Center Parcs to welcome and inform tourists. 

2. Duinengordel educated the existing guides about the beers of the local brewery. This information 

can now be demonstrated during the guided tour walks in the area. 

Moreover by locating local enterprises at the entrance gate of recreational nature parks the local 

economy is stimulated and local partners get involved. 

The importance of leading by example was also brought forward by the group. Often enterprises are 

more willing to join a venture if other well-known companies are or were affiliated with the project 

as it gives a sense of liability and a “Can I join too” pressure. Such forms of peer-to-peer 

communication are important to break through internal and external barriers. The project also 

should tap into the interests of businesses, their management, shareholders and employees.  

To conclude it is essential to take the economic aspect into account in order to create a successful 

partnership. Therefore it is important to link economic benefits with the ecological purposes when 

approaching companies. For example, a nature-oriented management of the green areas of an 

industrial estate is less expensive than the intensive green management traditionally applied (a 

message also included in 2B Connect). The focus should lie on finding win-win situations between 

ecology and economy. There are a lot of potential synergies that can be made between the social & 

health care and wood production with the conservation and creation of biodiversity. 

4.3.3 The relation between nature and young people  

In Flanders, just as in other urbanised regions in the world, many people in all age classes but 

especially youngsters and children seem very little connected to the natural world. This is reflected 

amongst others in a lack of knowledge of the most common species but also in their visions and 

actions. Yet the positive relation between nature and well-being is becoming abundantly clear. 

Stimulating the interaction of young people with nature from an early age leads to a greater 

awareness of the value of nature, and to broader ideas of sustainability. In this session some causes 

of a lesser connection with nature were identified and solutions to reconnect or strengthen the 

relation with nature were put forward. 

To trigger a discussion two pitches were presented. The first pitch was an example of involvement of 

young people in a community forest project in Cameroon. The pitch was presented by Jelke 

Brandehof from the organisation Teens for Trees which she founded in 2013. Teens for Trees works 
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in collaboration with the local partner NGO CENDEP. With the children they plant trees in the 

Mbiame forest and teach them about the importance of sustainability and the rain forest. In a 

second pitch Simone Iacopino, an Italian PhD student from the University of Padova, shared his views 

on connecting young people with nature. Especially in urbanised regions he says it is a problem. He 

suggested that a real physical experience is the best way to achieve greater awareness. A good 

example was given: on a school activity in the forest a group of pupils were blindfolded to better use 

their other senses to experience the forest. 

While the two pitches suggested solutions to better connect youth with nature, the discussion first 

led to a search of possible causes why (young) people nowadays aren’t as much connected with 

nature as for example their grandparents. Three main causes were identified: 

1. A lot of children are encouraged to spend a lot of time on one or several hobbies. They go to 

their sport club, to music classes, to youth movements, they want to game and on top of that 

they have to make their homework. The generation of their grandparents on the other hand had 

much more spare time and they were obliged to occupy themselves, often spending this time 

outside in nature. 

2. More than before people believe that it is not safe for children to go out alone in nature or 

forest. Safety was probably also less an issue for older generations. 

3. In contrast to what scientific research tells us, it is often said and thought that it is not always 

healthy to go outside. Being outside is thought to elicit allergies and people are afraid that their 

children will contract hay fever or are exposed to insect bites. But being outside will actually 

stimulate children’s immune systems and the air inside buildings has proven to be much 

unhealthier than the air outside, even in urban areas. 

The core of this session however focused on how this problem could be tackled. What methods and 

approaches could make young people care more about nature? First of all it seems to work 

effectively when children are taught about nature in an active way and at a nature site. Immersive 

teaching and giving enough feedback on tasks related to nature were the two main points that came 

forward in a school context. Related to the content it is often more interesting for children to learn 

about interactions and ecology than for instance only species names. 

Towards parents the group suggested to give children more time to play and discover nature. When 

going in nature with the children they could also be encouraged by letting them discover and learn 

independently and afterwards teach their parents. An innovative approach in trying to connect 

children with nature is focussing on the grandparents instead of the children or parents. A lot of 

children spend quite some time with their grandparents, who often grew up spending more time in 

nature themselves. It could be effective to approach associations with older people to inform them 

about the role they can play in creating awareness about the value of nature and sustainability. 

Maybe Bosland could focus more on grandparents with this reasoning in mind? 

For large scale nature areas such as Bosland, the group suggested that involving young people really 

has to be taken seriously. The staff, such as rangers, who work with children and youngsters should 

be trained properly for this task or professional pedagogues should be appointed. It was also noted 

that the rangers in Bosland are very enthusiastic and authentic, skills that are appreciated greatly by 

young people. 
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Furthermore the discussion focused on a specific age group of the ‘young people’: teenagers. 

Teenagers seem especially hard to be captivated by nature. Hormones and love stories, or 

smartphones become more prominent, sometimes together with the impression that nature is not 

cool. The solution could lie in taking greater account of their lifeworld. Attract them to nature by 

activities they like such as camping, sports (e.g. mountain biking and longboarding) and music. The 

forest theatre in Bosland provides a good opportunity to attract youngsters with small cosy concerts 

for example. The challenge is to couple these activities with creating awareness of the non-

recreational values of nature and the broader idea of sustainability. Two very important aspects that 

could keep the youngsters involved are giving them responsibility and ownership. They could be 

giving input in certain management decisions, for instance those related to recreation and they can 

be rewarded when keeping areas clean or helping in the management (e.g. with nature/forest-

badges to sew on their shirts). It has been shown that this encourages them to take care of nature. 

Youth movements are the ideal actors in this respect. Close collaborations between foresters/nature 

managers and youth movements would give many advantages for both parties. 

How young people view nature is heavily influenced by the media. Effort could be put in creating nice 

(animation) movies that promote nature in our regions. Related to teenagers, in line with their 

interests, cool smartphone apps could be created. However it was stressed in the session that these 

apps have to be a means but not a goal in itself. 

Young people, especially teenagers, are a difficult focus group to attract to nature areas and to make 

aware of its numerous values. But a lot of opportunities and approaches to encourage them to 

improve their relation with nature exist. It is important to do this on a well-conceived and 

professional way. 

4.4 The way forward - The Bosland Declaration 

 The Bosland declaration will be added after we receive the input of al participants. 
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