SEABIRDS IN BELGIAN MARINE WATERS: IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY A N D
MANAGEMENT
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In 1992, the lnstitute of Nature Conservation (INC) started ship-based surveys on the Belgian
Continental Shelf (BCS) to study the spatial and temporal distribution of seabirds. Among
other things, the study showed that the Belgian marine waters hold internationally important
numbers (> 1% of the biogeographical populations) of several coastal and marine bird
species. Also the area proved to be of major importance for several species of migratory
birds. O u t of the 121 bird species encountered at sea during the period 1992-98, 23 were
selected as being true marine species that occur in relatively high densities within the Belgian
waters. Of these 23 species six were so-called 'focal species', being seabirds which are
included in the highest priority lists of international conservation instruments (EC-Birds
Directive, Bern Convention o r Bonn Convention) and which attain at least 1 % of the flyway
population in Belgian marine waters in a particular season. Based on the distribution
.- * *,. for disturbance o r oil pollution of the six focal
patterns, conservation value, and sensrt~v~ty
seabirds several areas of high ornithological importance as well as areas sensitive for
disturbance o r pollution could be distinguished at the BCS. The avian hotspots at the
Westkustbanken and Vlaamse Banken turned out to be the most sensitive areas for
disturbance and oil pollution throughout the year, while the sensitivity of other areas varies
with the seasons.
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