
For more than 500 years, men have waded into the North Sea 
on horseback, dragging nets to catch shrimp along Belgium’s 

rugged coastline. Today however, a con�uence of climate 
change, over�shing, and microplastic pollution acts to 

threaten this centuries-old tradition. Could the country be on 
the brink of losing this cultural tie to the coastline forever?
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I  t’s a grey April morning. Clouds hang low over the beach 
of Koksijde, 30 kilometres southwest of Ostend, and a light 
drizzle falls. Stefaan Hancke, 65, stands in a bright yellow 

oilskin suit, fastening an old wooden saddle around the belly 
of Dina, his sturdy Brabant mare. A�er checking his seat one 
last time, he swings into the saddle and drives the horse into 
the 9°C water, letting the cold waves lap up to the horse’s belly. 
Together, man and horse plow through the choppy water in 
wide loops, searching for Crangon crangon, the grey shrimp.

With his glasses and round, friendly face, Hancke could 
easily be mistaken for a retired gentleman who enjoys quiet 
a�ernoons in front of the television. But he is neither retired 
nor sedentary. On the contrary, he is one of the last horse 
�shers on Belgium’s North Sea coast. His family has lived 
on their farm, located about two kilometres inland from the 
beach, since 1722, where they farm and raise chickens, goats, 
sheep, and - of course - horses. Past injuries sustained to her 
legs meant that the mare, Dina - whom Hancke rides today - 
was once destined for the slaughterhouse. Today, she is happy, 
healthy, and an integral cog in the familial system. 

“�e cold water has really helped her,” Hancke says, patting 
her �ank. “She thrives in it now.”

THIS PAGE: Horse �sher Nele on her way 
to �sh with her experienced horse. During 

the week, Nele works as a nurse.
PREVIOUS PAGE: Stefaan Hancke and his 

horse Dina leave the sea after a round of 
�shing. The net is pulled behind the horse 

on ropes.

“Horse fishing once 
provided a decent living. 
Today, commercial 
trawlers have overtaken 
the industry, making it 
barely profitable.”
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Johann Casir unbuckles the wagon and 
prepares his horse. It's unusual for so 

many to �sh together in one area.

Horse �shing has been practiced along the North Sea 
for centuries, once a common tradition stretching from 
France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Germany all the 
way to Britain. In Koksijde, it has been documented since 
1502, and today, the town is the only place le� along the 
coast where shrimp are still caught with horses. 

�e technique is a simple yet e�ective one: horses drag 
an eight-metre-wide net behind them, with two wooden 
planks attached at the front. �e �shers use the planks 
to disturb the crustaceans, startling these normally 
nocturnal shrimp at low tide and driving them upwards 
and into the net.

�e best �shing season runs from May to July and 
from September to November, when water temperatures 
hover between 8°C and 12°C. “�e less wind, the better,” 
Hancke notes. Unlike others, Hancke was not born 
into the tradition. It was in 1999, when there were just 
two horse �shers le�, that a friend approached Hancke, 
noticing his horses, and encouraged him to try his hand 
at horseback shrimp �shing. Hancke agreed to without 
knowing then that ten years later he would be a part 
of a growing local population of horse �shers. Today, 
there are 17, including two women - a small but resilient 
community keeping the centuries-old tradition alive.

Some 30 years ago, horse �shing could provide a decent 
living. Today, commercial trawlers have largely overtaken 
the industry, making it barely pro�table. On an average 
day, Hancke catches six to 12 kilos of shrimp, selling 
them at ten euros per kilo. Without supplementary work, 
no �sherman could survive on the trade alone. Hancke 
runs a car dealership. Yet he �shes whenever he can, 
o�en bringing tourists along on his excursions. �e local 
tourism o�ce supports the horse �shers and organises 
tours, o�ering visitors a rare glimpse into a fading way of 
life. Since 2013, UNESCO has recognised horse �shing as 
an Intangible Cultural Heritage.
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“Today, there are 17 horse 
fishers in the North Sea, 
it's a small but resilient 
community - working 
to keep a centuries old 
tradition alive.”
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 In autumn, the wind 
and waves become 
so strong that the 
�shers have to take 
a winter break until 
the following spring. 
When the north wind 
is strong and the 
water presses against 
the beach, the �shers 
do not go out.

“Horse fishing has been 
practiced along the 

North Sea for centuries, 
once a common tradition 

stretching from France 
and Belgium to Britain.”
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After a round of �shing, the 
catch is taken from the nets 

into buckets and washed. 
The horse waits until the 

�sherman is �nished.

“When the shrimp are 
gone, it’s not just 500 
years of culture that will 
be lost, but the security 
of a vital food source the 
North Sea has provided.”
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The catch is 
cleaned of bycatch, 
which is then 
returned to the sea.

“A 2015 study published 
in Marine Pollution 

Bulletin found around 
63% of grey North Sea 

shrimp tested contained 
microplastic fibres.”
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In Koksijde, a town of roughly 21,500 people 30 
kilometres west of Ostend, Hancke is a familiar �gure. 
On the morning we follow him, he is repeatedly greeted 
as he heads to the beach with his horse and cart. “Give 
me a kilo if you catch well, okay?” locals call out. Back 
on shore, Hancke’s phone rings incessantly. “Do you have 
shrimp?” he is asked. “I’ll have some by noon,” he replies, 
his patience a testament to the con�dence he places in his 
ability to bring home the catch.

Hancke’s tours start two hours before low tide and last 
until about an hour a�erward, when the surf becomes too 
dangerous for him and his horse to wade. “�e waves,” he 
says, shaking his head, “can be treacherous.” A�er more 
than two hours in the icy water, he hauls the shrimp from 
the net into baskets, carefully separates any bycatch, folds 
the net, and rides back to the farm. Within minutes, he 
is in his outdoor kitchen, thousands of shrimp laid out 
before him - nearly eight kilos today. “A good catch,” he 
says, smiling.

�e cooking process is ritualistic. Hancke �lls a large 
pot with lightly salted water, bringing it to a boil before 
adding the shrimp. Within minutes, a rich aroma �lls the 
air. �e shrimp cook for eight to ten minutes; the delicate 
pink hue signals they are ready. He removes them with 
a large sieve and lets them cool in the open air. Later, he 
sorts the shrimp by size: the large ones are eaten by hand, 
the small ones used for soup. “We call them the caviar of 
the North Sea,” he says proudly.

Shrimp have become indispensable to Belgian cuisine. 
Many prefer them simply boiled, served on buttered dark 
bread with beer or white wine. Others favour stu�ed 
tomatoes with shrimp and mayonnaise, shrimp soup, or 
shrimp croquettes. Hancke has created his own small-
scale business model: his farm accommodates up to ��y 
guests, tourists, friends, and family, all sharing shrimp 
served in large bowls, eaten by hand, with no formal 
menu. All of it is paired with Hancke’s dark beer or the 
amber “Peerdevisscher Tripel”.

�e cra� has drawn numerous visitors over the years, 
from cycling legends Freddy Maertens and Michel 

Pollentier to politicians and even Belgian royalty. Albert 
II visited in 2013, followed by his son Philippe in 2017. 
Hancke proudly displays newspaper articles recounting 
these visits. In 1967, the “Order of the Horse Fishermen” 
was founded to preserve the tradition, and since 2017 it 
has received royal approval. Each October, horse �shers 
are o�cially received at the Royal Palace in Brussels, a 
nod to the cultural signi�cance of their cra�.

Yet the tradition faces serious threats. “It’s not the 
horses or the riders,” Hancke says. “It’s what humans are 
doing to the sea.” Rising temperatures are shi�ing the 
shrimp’s habitat northward, while large trawlers with 
powerful engines take far more than can be replenished. 

Meanwhile, microplastics pose another danger: many 
marine animals mistake particles smaller than �ve 
millimetres for food, including �sh, mussels, and shrimp. 
A 2015 study published in Marine Pollution Bulletin 
found that approximately 63 percent of grey North Sea 
shrimp tested contained microplastic �bres - a �gure that 
only continues to rise.

Despite the challenges, Hancke’s passion for his work 
remains undiminished. At 65, he plans to continue 
for another year or two, though he acknowledges that 
climbing onto the horse will eventually become more 
di�cult. With four children, only his youngest, 23-year-
old Lucas, might carry on the tradition. 

“He has a girlfriend now, maybe soon a family, 
children,” Hancke says. “At the moment, interest is 
limited. But perhaps when he has his own children, he’ll 
return to �shing.”

Whether or not that will be on horseback is one 
question, and just what the fate of the domestic shrimp 
�shery will be by that point is another entirely. Only time 
will reveal the mysteries of an uncertain future. 

Belgium’s last remaining horseback shrimpers are 
�ghting for survival, but the odds are stacked against 
them as it is. When the shrimp are gone, it’s not just 500 
years of cultural heritage that is lost with them, but the 
security of a vital food source that, for millennia, the 
North Sea has provided.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: After they arrive back at the farm, Stefaan unsaddles his horse. The saddlery is handmade 
and adjusted for each horse. I Drying and cooling the cooked shrimp on sieves.  Stefaan cooks the shrimp in the traditional 
way.  Shrimp are cooked in a huge traditional cooking pot heated with wood.  The cooked shrimp are skimmed o� using the 
traditional ladle.  Upon arrival home, the shrimp are either peeled by hand or sold in the shell. 

“Rising temperatures 
are shifting the shrimp's 

habitat northward, 
while large trawlers 

take far more than can 
be replenished.”


