Towards the implementation of dynamic nature management on the Wadden Sea  islands
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Since about a century ago the nature areas on the Dutch Wadden Sea Islands show gradual but large changes in dominating habitat types. In all vegetation series (halosere, hydrosere, hygrosere and xerosere) young successional stages are gradually replaced by older stages. Grass and bush encroachment cause decreases in the area of open, low vegetation stands and in the number and area of patches of bare sand or mud. As a consequence small scale biodiversity in dunes and salt marshes, not only of higher plants but also of mosses, lichens and insects, declines. Nowadays some of the most characteristic species, also some of the birds typical for open dunes, even have vanished completely from the islands. 

Successional development on the site is a natural process as such. On the Wadden Sea Islands however, vegetation regression, periodical 'destruction' of vegetation-covered surfaces caused by dynamical processes such as water erosion or blowing sand, is an equally natural process. The equilibria between building and degrading forces on different spatial and temporal scales determine the patterns in vegetation and habitat types on the islands. The actual balance between old and young successional stages mirrors the dominance of stabilization measures by men during the last century. Since some decades, from an ecological point of view, the reinforcement of natural dynamics has been propagated.
The necessity to implement Natura2000, as well as the expected climatological changes, stress to reorientate on coastal and nature management strategies for the Wadden Sea Islands. In this process the apparent contradiction between natural dynamics and traced N2000-habitats should be met and the effects of stimulating  natural dynamics on coastal safety analyzed. A group of ecological consultants and scientific researchers responded to the challenge. As a first step they identified the most important driving forces on different spatial and temporal scales. Next they identified compartments on a ‘model island’ each controlled by a specific set of more or less dynamic geomorphological and hydraulic/hydrological processes. This appeared to be a sound basis to identify natural sites for (complexes of) N2000-habitats as well as some new management tools to restore natural patterns. Some practical consequences of the new approach will be presented.
