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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Eurostar to Lille; drive the Polders & Bruges 

Day 2 Bruges and the Polders 

Day 3 The Ardennes 

Day 4 Transfer Lille; Eurostar to London 

Departure 

February 

Focus 

Birds, mammals and a little history! 

Grading 

Grade A. Day walks only 

Dates and Prices 

See website (tour code BEL02) or brochure 

Highlights 

● Travel by train on a flight-free holiday.  

● Thousands of Geese & Ducks on the Polders.  

● Enjoy the historic city of Bruges.  

● Enjoy a wealth of butterflies unknown in the UK.  

● Woodpeckers,, Nutcracker, Tengmalm’s Owl & Eagle Owl, 

Beaver, Red Squirrel and Wild Board all possible in the 

Ardennes.  

● Stunning spruce forests at Belgium’s highest point with 

Great Grey Shrike occurring regularly.  

● Expertly guided by Naturetrek’s Belgian naturalist, Gerald 

Broddelez. 

Short-eared Owl 

Middle Spotted Woodpecker 
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Introduction 

Belgium is only a short Eurostar train ride away from England and yet it offers some superlative 

birdwatching in addition to its better known tourist attributes as producers of arguably the best 

chocolate and beer in Europe, and the site of numerous well-preserved medieval cities. In particular, 

the very flat grasslands in the north of the country attract considerable numbers of wintering 

wildfowl. The coastal reserve of the Zwin, an old estuary that was isolated from the sea a long time 

ago, is close to the border with Holland and is one of the better areas for wintering ducks and gulls, 

while the Damme and Uitkerke polders near Bruges are renowned for the large numbers of geese 

that winter there. At peak times this area can contain up to 4,500 Pink-footed and 11,000 White-

fronted Geese, and most winters vagrant Lesser White-fronted and Red-breasted Geese are 

identified among these large concentrations. 

 

From a historical point of view, the Zwin was also important in the Middle Ages. At one time sea-

going vessels could only reach Brugge via the Zwin but this commercial outlet to the ocean was 

eventually denied as drifting sand filled the estuary and made navigation impossible. 

   

In contrast to the lowland north of Belgium, the Ardennes in the south consist of undulating hills, 

extensive tracts of forest and woodland valleys all of which are home to a number of special and 

sought-after species. Some of the ornithological attractions of this region include Eagle and 

Tengmalm’s Owls, Grey-headed, Middle-spotted and Black Woodpeckers, Nutcracker, Red and 

Black Kites, Crested Tit, Black Stork, Short-toed Treecreeper, Great Grey Shrike, Black Grouse, 

Hawfinch and Red Crossbill. The 

itinerary is very flexible and will include 

some of Belgium’s most important 

wildlife areas. For those with an interest 

in mammals, the Ardennes also 

harbour healthy populations of Wild 

Boar, Red Squirrel, Red Fox, Pine 

Marten, Roe, and Red Deer and we also 

have the chance to see Eurasian Beaver 

which has colonized successfully from 

Germany. Although early in the season 

there is a chance to see this species 

and we should certainly be able to see signs of this amazing mammal and a lodge is viewable from 

the hotel.  

 

During our stay we will also spend some time looking at some of Belgium’s most important and 

renowned historical and architectural towns. Bruges, with its medieval street pattern, meandering 

canals and green ramparts, enthrals millions of visitors every year, and was designated the 2002 

Cultural Capital of Europe! 

 

Black Woodpecker 
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Itinerary 

Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during 

the course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Day 1  Travel London to Lille, transfer Polders and Bruges 

This morning we catch Eurostar from London St Pancras to Lille in north-east France, arriving in the 

late morning. From here it is only a short drive to the Belgium polders and the coast. 

First we will visit the Uitkerke polders. The polders have been officially protected since 1991 and 

offer a safe haven for many breeding birds as 

well as for the geese that over-winter here. 

The best way of finding the geese is to drive 

through the extensive polders, stopping 

whenever we find grazing flocks or skeins of 

flying geese, which provide markers as to 

where the birds are feeding. White-fronted 

and Pink-footed Geese are the species which 

are most often encountered and we will 

search the large flocks for vagrants from the 

east such as Red-breasted and Lesser-White  

fronted Geese which occur annually. The murmur of cackling call notes rising to a crescendo 

whenever the geese are alarmed by the appearance of a raptor is one of the most evocative noises 

of the European winter and the spectacle of thousands of birds filling the sky is an unforgettable 

sight for all lovers of the natural world. Here and there, hummocks of higher ground afford good 

vantage points to scan the stretches of polder and there are also several hides sited at strategic 

spots. From these we hope to observe some of the other winter visitors to Uitkerke which include 

Bewick’s Swan, Eurasian Wigeon, Marsh Harrier and Short-eared Owl, the latter two predators often 

responsible for causing panic among the ranks of geese! 

 

We overnight at a comfortable hotel in historic city of Bruges and walk into the city for dinner at 

an authentic Belgian restaurant serving excellent typical food. 

 

Day 2 Bruges & Blokkersdijk, transfer to The Ardennes 

We cannot visit northern Belgium without spending a little time this morning in the historic city of 

Bruges. This is a city that defies classification but in 2002 was awarded the designation 'Cultural 

Capital of Europe'. Exploring the network of cobbled streets transports the visitor back to medieval 

times but Bruges is not just an archaeological antiquity and the modern centre of the city contains 

White-fronted Geese 
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a wonderful selection of galleries, shops and museums as well as countless tempting little canal-  

side cafes where some of Belgium's gastronomic fare can be sampled! 

 

After lunch we will continue our journey to the famous nature reserve of Blokkersdijk near Antwerp. 

 

Although situated in an heavily industrialised area, this large reserve attracts lots of wildfowl in 

winter. Goosander, Gadwall, Eurasian Wigeon, Goldeneye and Smew are regularly seen in large 

numbers, and every year winter rarities show up, including a Ring-necked Duck from North America 

which has appeared now for many consecutive years. 

 

Next we drive to our hotel in the Ardennes. If time allows, we will go check out one of the many 

quarries for Eagle Owl as these magnificent birds begin to prepare themselves for another night of 

hunting.  

 

Our hotel which is near the village of Jupille and a short drive from La Roche-en-Ardenne, affords 

stunning views across the valley and river below and after a full day out a warm up around the 

impressive log burner is always much appreciated! We will enjoy an excellent three course dinner 

here on both nights, served to a very high standard and the rural surroundings mean many birds 

can be seen on the doorstep here. 
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Day 3 The Ardennes 

After breakfast we will spend most of the afternoon in the central, Famenne, part of the Ardennes. 

Here the landscape is dominated by large tracts of woodland, mainly beech and oak. Walking 

through the extensive forests our main quest will be Middle-spotted and Black Woodpeckers that 

are quite common here but we will also look out for Short-toed Treecreeper, Crossbill and Hawfinch. 

Hawfinch are fairly numerous and a short walk around the hotel should result in good sightings. 

Woodpeckers should be drumming persistently in early spring and this should make it easier to 

locate the birds in the forest. The damp, boggy areas around the woodland edge also support a 

rich plant and insect life. We may also drive via an impressive lookout and from here we can watch 

for displaying Goshawk and keep a look out for migrating birds with Wild Boar always a possibility. 

 

After exploring the woodlands we will drive to the Hautes Fagnes (Belgium’s highest point at 694 

metres) for lunch. Because of the higher altitude, this very large nature reserve, consisting mainly 

of spruce forests interspersed with large open moorland, harbours a lot of plants and birds with a 

very restricted distribution. The area supports a small, and often highly elusive, breeding population 

of Black Grouse and, in years of high rodent numbers, we have a good chance of finding the smart 

Tengmalm's Owl, during a spotlighting session in the evening. The large spruce tree forests are also 

populated by specialist feeders such as Red Crossbill, Crested Tit and Nutcracker. The open glades 

here very often hold Great Grey Shrike and some dedicated scanning should reveal this species. 

 

This area is also rich in mammals, so we will always be on the lookout for Red Fox, Roe and Red 

Deer. 

Day 4 Travel to Lille, arrive London 

The exact itinerary this morning will be fairly flexible and dependent on what species we have seen 

and those we have missed. After lunch we will leave the Ardennes behind and make our way back 

towards Lille where we will catch the late afternoon Eurostar bound for London.  

 

At the end of this long weekend we hope to have demonstrated that Belgium has a lot to offer as 

a birdwatching destination, and all within easy and comfortable reach of the UK.  

Hotel Les Tilleuls and the view from the garden 
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Tour Grading 

Grade A. There will be no serious long walks though possibly some walks on snow/ice so walking 

boots are advised. 

Food & Accommodation included in the price 

All food and accommodation is included in the price of this tour, apart from any food and drink 

purchased on the trains to and from Lille.  

Train Times 

We will aim to use the closest train times to the below for this tour, but travel arrangements to and 

from St. Pancras should not be confirmed until you receive confirmation of the train times.  

 

London St Pancras - Lille    Dep 0855 Arr 1130  

Lille - London St Pancras   Dep 1535 Arr 1627 

 

We may also be able to offer train tickets from Ebbsfleet in north Kent, and possibly Ashford. Please 

specify at the time of booking if this would be of interest. 

How to book your place 

In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or 

debit card, book online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking 

form at the back of our main Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday 

cost plus any room supplements if required. If you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call 

us on 01962 733051 or request one via our website. Please stipulate any special requirements, for 

example extension requests, at the time of booking. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures 

and new dates, tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

 

Waxwing 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/

