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The Sonian Forest

The Sonianforest (ZoniënwoudςForêt de Soignes) is located in the centre of
Belgium, right at the border to the capital of Europe. Today, it is almost
completely surrounded by residential areas. It covers about 4,500 ha, and
formally, the forest is subdivided over three administrative regions: Brussels
Capitalregion,FlandersandWallonia.

Formanycenturiesthe άtire et aireέmanagementregimewasappliedwith large-
scaleclear-cutson more than 10 to 30 ha with a rotation period of 80-100 years.
Within these cuts, about 30-50 trees per ha were left for a second rotation,
resultingin largertimber andfunctioningasseedtrees. Dueto publicprotest, this
ΨŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘƛƴƎΩmanagementregime was halted in the second half of the 19th

century, and replacedby long rotation periodswith selectivethinning and small
groupfinal fellings(femelslag).

The intention was to create irregular, uneven aged stands by artificial
regenerationin smallergroupsmeasuringfrom 4 ha to ςlater onςsmallerthan 0.5
ha. This (group) selection silviculture enables a more close-to-nature forest
managementwith lessdrasticeffects. It took about 100 yearsof discussionand

hesitation to introduce this new managementregime. Theresult of this process
are forest standswith an extraordinaryhigh amount of ΨovermatureΩtrees and
forest stands.
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ΧΦΦƛƴ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ 

species of fungi related to 
deadwood of beech

At least323

is the annual cutting-
rate 

20,000m³

31,000m³
is the annual incrementmeasured
overthe total forest

Total forest area

5, 000 ha
Actual average stock

410m³/ha8.3m³/ha

Annual increment

> 2 million
visitors per year

> 250km
roads and trails

Broadleaves

97%

Conifers

3 %

Beech (74%)

Oak (13.5%)

Other (2%)

Pine (3%)Mixed stands (7.5%)
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The Sonian forest combines high assetsand
requirements towards its different functions.
The forest attracts yearly over 2 million
visitors. It is quite a challenge to steer and
organise this large number of visitors.
Additionally it is an important biodiversity
hotspot: it is one of the largest ancient
woodland sites of Belgium, containing a very
rich andspecificbiodiversity.

Integrative management

(dying trees, wind thrown or broken
trees) andby leaving loggingresidues in
the forest stands.

Habitat trees are givenspecialattention,
especiallythe very large trees. All very
large trees were inventoried and they
were all mapped. Higher concentrations
outside the set-asideareaswere marked
asΨǎŜƴŜǎŎŜƴŎŜƛǎƭŀƴŘǎΩ. Forthesetrees,a
dynamic approach is used: individual
trees may still be cut but should be
compensatedby ingrowth from smaller
sizeclasses. Thesenescenceislands(250
ha) should retain their άƻƭŘ-growth
ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊέΣwhich implies no final cuts
takeplace,only selectivefellings.

Increased attention is given to existing
and future habitat trees during thinning
operations also in smaller tree size
classes. They will not be removed and
designatedasretention trees.

Set-asideareasand habitat treesς

In the forest, several larger and smaller
set-aside areas have been delineated.
Theycoverover 10% of the total areaof
the forest. Two strict forest reservesare
present (235 ha and 83 ha). Theseset-
asidescontainmanyof the remainingold
stands and almost 1/3 of all very large
trees.

The new management plan of the
Flemishpart of the forest alsoforeseesa
more flexible conservationof old trees
and large deadwood in the remaining
multi-functionalpart of the forest.

As a basic principle, the overall dead
wood amount has to increasegradually,
to reachan averageof at least 16 m³/ha
(or 4 % of the total aboveground
biomass). This is achieved by allowing
natural processesto deliver deadwood
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Biodiversity concept in figures* 
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Set-aside forest areas

10 %

Total area of 2 strict forest reserves

318 ha

Total area of senescence islands

250 ha 

Habitat and veteran trees

> 7,000

Target for habitat trees

5-10 /ha

4 %
Target deadwood

of total aboveground biomass

= 16 m³/ha
Specific management for valuable 
open areas

>75 ha 

6 m³/ha
Average amount of deadwood

Part of the forest with strict reserves (green), set aside (red) and senescence 
islands (blue); dots = very large trees

*Some figures for the Flemish administrative zone only


