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HOW ORDINARY NATURE IS 

DISAPPEARING BEFORE OUR 

OWN EYES – A PERSONAL 

TESTIMONY… 



Shifting baseline syndrome 



- Countryside 

- Fragmented woodlands 

- Urban sprawl 

- Dominance of large-

scale agricultural 

practices 



1) Natura 2000 

sites 

2) Flemish 

Ecological 

Network 



1) 78% 

agricultural 

zones 

2) 11% housing 

zones 

3) 7% nature 

areas 
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1) Let’s drain the 

(unprotected) swamp! 
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1) Let’s drain the 

(unprotected) swamp! 



Before/after? 
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Before/after? 



Before/after? 



Before/after? 
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Legal analysis 

• land use plans: no priority/proper integration of ecological 
concerns? 

• protected sites: not part of a protected are, nor was the site 
included in a nature reserve – limited potential! 

• bonus pater familias: general duty of care towards nature yet 
no general ban on harmful interventions in ‘ordinary’ nature 

• no net loss in case of planning permit applications: neither a 
general assessment of ecological damage was produced, nor 
were offsets made mandatory 

• strict protection: a relatively unknown ban on the alteration 
of marshlands and swamps (unless derogation is obtained) – no 
comprehensive (ecosystem) protection and poorly enforced 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2) HOW DID WE END UP HERE – 

SHIFTING BASELINES?  



Progressive and 

ambitious targets? 



Versus reality 



(1) CBD – vague and non-

binding provisions 

targets 



(2) Paper protected sites 

– no strict management 

and protection   



(3) NO GENERAL BAN, EIA= EFFECTIVE 

PROCEDURE? 



(4) EU HABITATS AND BIRDS 

DIRECTIVE ARE NOT AIMED AT 

PROTECTING ORDINARY NATURE 



(5) Lack of proper integration 



(6) No (or very limited) gold-

plating  



(7) CC (mitigation and adaptation) 

left out of the mix? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3) THE WAY(S) FORWARD? 



(1) Half Earth: go beyond 

protected sites and include 

ordinary nature as corridor?  



(2) Integrate a binding ecosystem 

approach in planning and other 

sectoral legislation  



(3) A general ban and 

strict offset scheme for 

ordinary nature 



(4) Thinking out of the box 



(5) Binding targets and 

net gains, also at local 

level 



(6) Broaden the perspective, also 

for common species and nature, if 

needed by court room action! 



(7) Polluter pays 

principle: redirect 

funding schemes 



(8) Create more space for 

eco-restoration by 

addressing livestock  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4) CONCLUSION 





Thank you!  


