The Belgian Continental Shelf (BCS) is characterize  d by numerous
subtidal sandbanks. Their close position to the coa stline and the
shallowness of the area make them unique, both from an ecological
and geological point of view. It has recently been shown that the

. sandbank system in the Belgian coastal area acts as

~an internationally important resting and foraging a rea
for various seabird species. The large densities of
benthic live on these sandbanks provides an
important food source for the seabirds.

The TROPHOS research project will mainly focus on t he structure that is present in the higher trophic
levels (seabirds, fish, benthos...) in the North Sea ecosystem. The aim is to get a better understanding
on the processes structuring these higher trophic | evels. Special attention will be given to:

» The food web interactions that shape the benthic co mmunities.

 The dispersal mechanisms of key species.

» The importance of the benthic communities in the fu nctioning of the
total BCS ecosystem.

» Spatial distribution patterns of coastal and sea bi rds and the link with
distribution patterns of possible food sources.

A better understanding of the processes structuring the higher trophic levels and an
insight into the food web interactions and the disp ersal mechanisms will allow to make
more reliable predictions of the impact of natural or antropogenic effects on the
ecosystem functioning.

As the link between ecosystem functioning and aquat ic biodiversity will not be ignored,
the results of this project will also contribute to the sustainable management of those
areas of the Belgian Continental Shelf (Southern Bi ght of the North Sea) that meet the
criteria for protection as marine reserves.

Trophos is a four-year project (2002-2006) thatisc  arried out by a consortium of one Dutch
and five Belgian research groups. This project is f inanced within the framework of the
“Second Plan For Scientific Support for a Policy of Sustainable Development” (SPSD-II), a
research action of the Belgian Federal Science Poli cy Office.

Project partners are:

» Ghent University, Marine Biology Section
» Netherlands Institute of Ecology, Centre for Estuar ine and Marine Ecology

« K.U. Leuven, Laboratory of Aquatic Ecology

» Management Unit of the North Sea Mathematical Model s
* |nstitute of Nature Conservation

e Flanders Marine Institute

More info can be found on the project website: http://www.vliz.be/projects/trophos




