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More than 256 hectares of the SCK•CEN 

estate are included in approved forest 

management plans. So there is an obligation 

to take care of the forest area. But there 

is more to this: both at the request of third 

parties and on its own initiative, SCK•CEN 

is taking measures to improve the ecological 

context and support projects for specific 

populations.

“We give nature a helping hand”
Three initiatives to improve the ecological context

In 2014, the Belgian Nuclear Research 

Centre put its weight behind three 

ecological projects: cutting down a 

thin strip at the edge of a forest, the 

expansion of bird housing for nest box 

research, and the installation of breeding 

boxes for sand martins and starlings.

Cutting down a thin strip at the 
forest edge
Nature society De Gagel manages a heathland 

area that is mainly edged with conifer forests 

that are the property of the Belgian Nuclear 

Research Centre. The society requested 

permission to create a less abrupt transition 

between the open heathland vegetation and 

the forest. In consultation with the policy 

advisor at the Agency for Nature and Forests, 

it was decided to fell a narrow band of trees 

in the adjoining parcels of land belonging 

to SCK•CEN with a maximum width of 15 metres, in a wave 

pattern. 

Harry Meynen leads the forest management team and knows 

the natural area intimately: “This felling was not included in the 

felling scheme in the approved management plan. That is why 

we requested a change from the Agency for Nature and Forests 

to cut down a total 414 trees in a narrow strip at the edge of 

the forest. After a few years, the natural regeneration of the strip 

between the heath and the forest will continue, thus creating an 

attractive transitional zone. Moreover, this new vegetation will be 

of great added value for insects, birds and small mammals.” 
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Expanding bird housing for 
nest box research
Approved bird ringers have already been 

active for many years on the site. Harry 

Meynen knows them well: “They are 

continuing a tradition in Belgium that 

started some 100 years ago in order to 

gain insight into the migration patterns 

of birds in the wild. In the forest area of 

SCK•CEN, members of the Flanders 

Barn Owls study group annually ring the 

chicks of breeding birds of prey. There 

are dozens of nest boxes on the land for 

smaller songbirds, built to suit various 

species.”

A further 32 new nesting boxes appeared 

in 2014 for various kinds of tits, pied 

flycatchers, the common redstart and 

the nuthatch. For this reason, there are 

some 120 nest boxes on the estate at 

the Belgian Nuclear Research Centre 

which are 90 per cent occupied, proof 

that expanding nesting facilities for such 

birds is worthwhile.

Harry Meynen’s forest management 

team will install more new nest boxes 

in the spring of 2015: “The ringing work 

linked to this not only offers ringers an 

insight into the migration patterns, but 

also into the survival and dispersion of 

various bird species.”
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Installing breeding boxes for sand 
martins and starlings
There are approximately 6,500 breeding pairs 

of sand martins in Flanders. Their numbers are 

rapidly diminishing due to the loss of suitable 

breeding sites. But starlings are not doing 

well either. Their numbers fell by no less than  

52 per cent in Western Europe between 1980 

and 2011. Bird Protection Netherlands made 

2014 the ‘Year of the Starling’ because the 

numbers of breeding pairs in the Netherlands 

have been falling by on average 4 per cent 

annually over the past 30 years.

What can SCK•CEN do about this? Harry 

Meynen: “Our team has constructed breeding 

boxes for 50 breeding pairs that are suitable 

for both bird species, mainly using recycled 

materials. The starlings immediately spotted 

them. They were there within days of the 

breeding boxes being installed, and dozens of 

eggs were laid soon after.”  

Meanwhile, we have to wait and see whether 

the sand martins find their way to the breeding 

boxes. Or maybe the starlings will not put up 

with other visitors?

There are 120 nest boxes 

hanging on our estate that 

are 90 per cent occupied.

Harry Meynen, special forester
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