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Bats in the belts of 
Antwerp fortresses

Wout Willems – Bat Working Group Flanders

Importance, threaths and protection

Double belt

32 forts

11 redoubts

Fortresses

Fortresses

• Oldest forts: bricks

Fortresses

• Most recent forts: 
concrete

Species Status in Flanders In forts 
Rhinolophus ferrumequinum Extinct   
Rhinolophus hipposideros Extinct   
Barbastella barbastellus Extinct  (Y) 
Myotis emarginatus Seriously endangered Y 
Myotis bechsteinii Seriously endangered Y 
Myotis myotis Seriously endangered  
Nyctalus leisleri Seriously endangered  
Myotis dasycneme Endangered Y 
Myotis brandtii Endangered Y 
Plecotus austriacus Endangered Y 
Myotis mystacinus Probably endangered Y 
Myotis nattereri Probably endangered Y 
Pipistrellus nathusii Probably endangered Y 
Plecotus auritus Probably endangered Y 
Nyctalus noctula Probably endangered  
Myotis daubentonii Actually not endangered Y 
Pipistrellus pipistrellus Actually not endangered Y 
Eptesicus serotinus Actually not endangered Y 
Pipistrellus pygmaeus Status unknown  
Vespertilio murinus Status unknown  

 

 

Status of bats
Hibernation sites monitored by Bat 
Working Group Flanders

Marl quarries

Forts

Ice cellars Bunkers and others
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Location Total % 
Province of West-Flanders 954 8% 
Province of East-Flanders (*) 774 7% 
Province of Antwerp (*) 745 7% 
Province of Flemish Brabant + Brussels Capital 351 3% 
Province of Limburg (including marl quarries) 2.831 25% 
Fortress Belts around Antwerp 5.572 50% 
Total 11.227 100% 

 
 (*) excluding the forts around Antwerp 
 

 

Importance of the forts for bats: 
numbers

(data winter 2008-2009 or most recent counting)

Importance of the forts for bats: 
numbers

• Total numbers

• Myotis nattereri

Importance of the forts for bats: 
species

Importance of the forts for bats: 
species

• Myotis emarginatus
– Marl quarries: 200 (38%)
– Antwerp fortresses: 325 (62%)
– Other: 2 (0 %)

Things to remember about forts 
and bats

• Bats hibernate in practically all forts

• Hibernating bats are usually from the less common to 
seriously endangered spp.

• Forts are one of the most important hibernation sites in 
Europe

• Except for forts and marl quarries, hardly any ‘large’
hibernation sites known � no alternatives

• Bats will not just ‘move’ to the desired areas

• Forts are for bats more than only a hibernation site
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Reasons of high numbers

• Specific ecological and climatological circumstances

• 1 + 1 = 3
– For rooms in 1 fort

– For forts in belts

+ =

+ =

Reasons of high numbers

• Specific ecological and climatological circumstances

• 1 + 1 = 3
– ‘Attracting’-effect

– Unbroken chain

� 1 entirety:

2 belts of forts =

1 big hibernation site
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Reasons of high numbers

• Effects of bat management measures

Trends of M. emarginatus in forts with bat management measures (T. Onkelinx)

Threaths

• 3 - 1 = 1
Broken chain
� Crashing

populations

by
– External factors
– Neglect and abuse
– Illegal disturbance

and vandalism
– Recreational activities
– New use or restoration

Fort van Liezele
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Threaths

• External factors
• Solution:

– Research
– Discussion
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Threats

• Neglect and abuse
• Solution:

– Discussion

– New use as bat reserve

Threats

• Illegal disturbance and vandalism
• Solution:

– Restrict access and prosecution
– Closing off

Threats

• Recreational activities

• Solution:
– Consultation with

users
– After warning:

issue a complaint

Threats

• New use or restoration

New use or restoration

• How NOT to do it
– Neglect bats
– Describe bats as 

only a small side
issue

– Ask pro forma
advice of a bat 
specialist after plans  
are already made (or
don’t follow the 
advice!) 

New use or restoration

• Steps to follow:
1. Bats first! Take bats into account from the 

concept phase, even for minor changes
(new street lights, removing vegetation, painting, heating, …)

2. Do bat research - using new data and/or 
existing data

3. Analysis of data
4. Conclusions as base for further planning of 

new use/restoration
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Protection

• Codewords:

– respect

– discussion

Bats and monuments and tourism and recreation and ....

Co-existence

Protection: Fort Kessel

Research: examples

• Fort 5
project on humidity & temperature

• Fort Koningshooikt:
how to combine bats and airsoft

• Closing off of blowholes (fort Schoten, 2004)

Protection of forts and bats

• Restoration of dewatering gallery (fort Brasschaat, 2003)

Protection of forts and bats Acknowledgements
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