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Creating ecological flooding zones at recreation areas




The Kleine Nete is a rain river which winds across the sandy north-east of Flanders as a blue-green ribbon. It is one of the most natural rivers in the dense populated Flanders. On the one hand, the agriculture sector, which is the principal land user along the Kleine Nete, bears the water in case of high floods. Buildings are rare and so the valley is hydrological seen mainly unspoilt. On the other hand, the valley of the Kleine Nete is ecologically very valuable, protected by Flemish and European legislation. Significant populations of rare fish species can still be found here.
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However, the river itself has endured some changes in the seventies. In order to make the wet valley grounds more suitable for large-scale agriculture, the river has been straightened, broadened and deepened. This has several consequences. The water is evacuated more efficiently, which increases the flood risk in downstream areas. The groundwater levels went down by the enhanced drainage, causing a loss of groundwater dependent habitat species. It also meant a loss of natural habitat and migration facilities of biotic communities within the water system and by so a decline of the ecological value of the Kleine Nete valley. As the embankments are located very close to the river, they are vulnerable to erosion. By so, they need continuous maintenance. Also there is loss of water storage capacity caused by for example the building of dikes, cutting off meanders and elevation of grounds by landfills owing to several sectors (agriculture, recreation, ...).Figure 1: straightened watercourse of the Kleine Nete


To mitigate the major disturbance of the river system, a river restoration program was set up. Goals are:
· Creation of more water storage capacity
· Realisation of ecological added value
· Restoration of the structure of the water course
The projects that are fitted within the river restoration program, are: fish passages at weirs (established), excavation of a former sand deposal area of 15 ha (works in progress), creating ecological flooding zones at recreation areas (project started up within Building with Nature), dike replacement and construction of a winter bed (established at Grobbendonk ; proposed at Geel-Kasterlee), remeandering and construction of a swamp area (established).
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Three recreation areas are situated along the Kleine Nete at the municipality of Kasterlee. These recreation areas have an economic function. It is not evident making alterations to the water course here. The economic sector is on the one hand vulnerable to the consequences of climate change, e.g. increased flood risk, and on the other hand not willingly to cede space with an economic function to river adaptation works, e.g. water storage areas. A challenge is present to find innovative solutions for multifunctional use of space.
By rearranging the bank zone of the Kleine Nete, we intent to create a win-win situation for both the river and the recreation areas. It means that we are looking for an innovative solution in which the functions of the water course and the recreation are combined. This is understood as multifunctional use of space. The project can be considered as a pilot project / laboratory on how hard, rather economic allocations can be conformed to water and ecological systems.
The recreation areas attract lots of people, which provides opportunities to install educational and sensitization facilities. For most people, enterprises and even local authorities, climate change and his consequences is something they have heard from, but they don’t know how it affects them and which actions should be done concretely. It is not considered a priority. The challenge is not only to inform the different stakeholders (population, local authorities, enterprises, ...), but also to involve them actively in the elaboration of adaptation measures. In this manner we can create more awareness, responsibility and understanding for the needed public works.
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Figure 2: aerial view recreation areas (left) – parking Bobbejaanland near Kleine Nete (right)
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