8. Lake Blankaart (Diksmuide)
Kris Decleer & Lug Denys (IN BO)
Natura 2000 area: yes
Management authority: Natuurpunt
Supporting authorities: EU (INTERREG), Agency for Nature and Forests, province of West-Vlaanderen

Ecosystem type
Shallow eutrophic freshwater lake of 30ha created by late-medieval peat cutting, surrounded by 40ha of marshland, in the flood
plain of the river IJzer in the Polders and tidal Schelde ecoregion. Six rivulets enter the lake, which flows into the river IJzer.

Restoration measures, objectives and results
Starting conditions
The shallow eutrophic lake with abundant aquatic vegetation and extensive reed belts and mats of floating vegetation was
affected by a 4 year long water level rise of c. 1m during World War I. After 1945 ecological degradation was induced by
severe pollution and increased sediment load of the inflowing water due to catchment development C3,670ha, mainly with
intensive agriculture) and since the 1960s by lowering of the regional water level due to pumping. Water level changes also
increased due to occasional floodings of the river IJzer. By the 1980s, all water plants had disappeared and silting up caused
large parts of the lake to fall dry during some summers. The reedmarsh fringing the lake died back or became invaded by wil
lows and ruderal species such as Urtica dioica and Calystegia sepium.

Restoration measures
1994-1995

- 250.000m3 of sludge was dredged from the lake up to an average depth of l-1.5m.
- Sedimentation basins were constructed on the 2 most important inflowing rivulets.
- Experimentally, benthivorous and planktivorous fish were removed from a part of the lake in
1999, with re-stocking of 15,000 young pikes.

Objectives

Management measures

Restoration of a eutrophic lake with abundant submerged and
floating vegetation and a species-rich reedmarsh.

- Occasional cutting of the reed marsh.
- Water-level management (suboptimal due to com
promise with agricultural demands)

As a result of the lowering of the water table in its surroundings the reedmarsh of lake Blankaart (background) has been invaded by Urtica dioica
and willow scrub (foreground).
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In the 1980s lake Blankaart completely silted up with sediment from field erosion in the catchment area of its inflowing rivulets and periodically
dried out, with massive fish mortality as a result

Evaluation
Species/communities
The measures did not have the pursued results. The water in the lake remained turbid and no recovery of water plants occurred.
The concentrations of green algae and cyanobacteria remained extremely high (up to 60,000 cells/ml). Overall initial fish biomass
(mainly Carp, Bream and Roach) was estimated at 110 kg/ha, with almost no Pike or Perch. In the part of the lake, where fish
were removed experimentally, the fish biomass was estimated at 472 kg/ha and only 60% of the benthivorous and planktivorous
fish could be removed. Despite introduction of large numbers of Pike and separation from the rest of the lake by a small-meshed
net, no improvement in the ecological condition of this part of the lake could be observed. Recovery of target plant species in the
marsh after willow cutting and mowing management is in most cases only temporarily.

Abiotic conditions
A study in 2002-2004 revealed that the inflow of nutrients and sediment from the surrounding agricultural land remained
extremely high (erosion and nutrient run-off). For the year 2002 the annual input of nitrates was estimated at 424 tons,
orthophosphate at 9 tons and suspended matter at 4,737 tons (resulting in peaks up to 400 mg/l} The sediment traps were only
able to limit the amount of sand transported into the lake. Smaller particles, with high loads of acsorbed phosphate, are not
retained by the traps and silting up proceeded after dredging. In order to meet agricultural needs, water levels in the lake could
not be restored sufficiently to allow substantial improvement of the ecological quality of the reed marsh. The project is consi
dered a failure due to the lack of an integrated approach.

An attempt in 1994-1995 to restore the lake ecosystem (once full of submerged and floating macrophytes) by large-scale dredging (left) and the
building of sediment traps on some of the inflowing rivulets (right), failed. The lake remains hypertrophic as a result of still ongoing nutrient and
sediment inflow from the surrounding agriculture. Measures at the source of the problems are needed.
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Other lessons learned

Public support

In this case it is clearly shown that nature restoration is often a complex matter
and sound scientific data are to be gathered in advance for an appropriate
planning and execution of a restoration project. Restoration can only be effec
tive and sustainable if the spatial scale of the restoration measures is adjusted
to the spatial scale of the constraints that have to be solved.

The Blankaart case is a classic example in
Flanders of conflicting aims of agricultural
and nature conservation policies. It
remains a huge challenge to reconcile
both in this catchment dominated by
intensive agriculture.

Future points of attention for sustainable results
- A land development for nature project is in preparation to raise the water
level of the lake and increase the marsh surface. This will include acquisition
of all low-lying agricultural parcels in the surroundings of the lake.
- Actually, there is no policy plan yet to reduce the inflow of nutrients and sedi
ment from the catchment. This is imperative to achieve sustained restoration
of the lake, since hydrological isolation is not possible.
- When targets for water levels and water quality of the inflowing rivulets are
achieved, internal eutrophication may still be a problem. It will probably be
necessary to keep the populations of planktivorous and benthivorous fish at a
low level.

Nevertheless lake Blankaart is still very important for wintering water birds.
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