
Innovative management 

of a large herbivore 

(European bison) in the 

Zuid-Kennemerland National Park 

(North Holland)

Sustainable management of a protected area & 

preservation of a vulnerable species

Giulia Variara





European bison: from forest to

semi-open dune ecosystem

 Exterminated in the wild in1927

 Reintroduced in 1952 in Poland

 Listed as ‘Vulnerable’ on the IUCN Red 

List

 Bison traditionally seen as forest

specialist

 Recent studies  bison prefer more 

open habitat



2007: European bison in North Holland



The Kraansvlak area

 More than 300 hectares

 Historically been used as private hunting ground

 Not open for the public until recently

 Haarlem 8 Km ca. & Amsterdam 30 km ca.

 Semi-open dune landscape (55% grassland, 25%

shrubland, 15% forest and 5% open sand)

Figure: A geographical map of National Park Zuid-
Kennemerland. Kraansvlak is indicated by the red colour.
(Source: Tump 2016).

Overgrown shrubs and 

forest, 

high and dense grassland



2007: Why the European bison in the NL?

 European bison as a management tool: grazer in over vegetated 
landscape

 Comparison with other grazers: the bison are roaming together with 
Highland cattle (Bos taurus) and Konik horses (Equus ferus caballus)

 Contribution to the conservation of European bison and to the creation 
of metapopulation

 No other studies on the E. bison not winter fed and in a not forest-
dominated areas: innovative management in Kraansvlak



International visibility

 International cooperation for conservation of the species, contribution to 

EBCC in Poland

 (Semi)wild European bison in the Netherlands    

 Translocation of the bison to other reintroduction projects also abroad

 International awareness on the European bison conservation 

 Contribution to the Rewilding Europe Network 



Why the Kraansvlak project is unique?

The project combines together:

- Innovative management of European bison

- Conservation purposes

- Scientific research in a completely new ecosystem

- Sustainable management of a natural area (grazers as 

management tools instead of mowing)

While meeting the needs of visitors in an area characterized by high 

touristic pressure 



Communication

 The presence of the European bison in the Kraansvlak nature area

 What is the European bison

 How to see it

What to communicate

 How to behave when encountering 

the herd

 The difference between the bison 

and highland cattle 



Communication

How to communicate 

 Visitor’s centre (information and excursions)

 3D-animation ‘the virtual world of the wisent’

 The website http://www.wisenten.nl/nl

 Movie “Een nieuwe kennismaking met wisenten” 

(http://www.wisenten.nl/nl/nieuws/2013/wisentenfilm-nu-volledig-online)

 (Social) media 

 Articles in newspapers and magazines

 (Great) pictures 

 Brochure 

http://www.wisenten.nl/nl
http://www.wisenten.nl/nl/nieuws/2013/wisentenfilm-nu-volledig-online




The brochure for the visitors







The official website



Other social networks





Public interest and response

 Positive public opinion to the presence of the European bison in the dunes

 Biggest herbivore in EU roaming in the Netherlands

 Bison path open since 2012: + >19.000 visitors so far

 (Horseback) guided excursions often fully booked 

 Strong recreational interest 

 Interest at national (and international) level 



“Living together with a wild species”



Conclusion

 Conservation of a wild vulnerable species 
combined with educational aspect CAN 

BE A WIN-WIN STRATEGY

 Sustainable management in the 

Kraansvlak area: biodiversity protection 

and recreational use of the landscape

 European bison is thriving in the Dutch 

dunes and visitors have the possibility to 

admire this majestic animal 

Conservation 

purpose

Management of 

a natural area

Recreational 

interest

The Kraansvlak 

project



Thank you for your attention 
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