Chapter 8
BRITISH FORCES IN BELGIUM
1951-2006
Introduction
To many, in particular RAOC ammunition, fuel, stores and vehicle specialists, RCT movement controllers together with specialists from the Royal Engineers, such names as Antwerp, Broechem, Emblem, Herentals, Olen and Grobbendonk, amongst others, will be familiar.  These places grouped together formed a strategic point along the lines of communication between the UK and Germany.  For more than forty years these camps were home to British soldiers and their families, assisted by thousands of locally employed Belgian civilians.  Over the years this accumulation of storage depots and parks has been known by various names as follows:


Establishment of a British Military Base - “Gondola” Agreement: 1952-53
Following the end of the Second World War a number of British units were based in Belgium to maintain the supply route from the United Kingdom to Germany.  Their status was formalised under the bi-lateral Anglo-Belgian “Gondola” Agreement signed in 1952.  The Agreement related solely to the use of land, buildings and the employment of civilians.  There was an urgent need to build depots and storage areas, a training area and associated barrack and families’ accommodation.  
The legal process involved the Belgian Government who introduced a Bill on 30 November 1952 to approve the agreement, concluded with Great Britain on 12 November 1952, concerning the establishment of a British military base in the Province of Antwerp and the status of British Forces stationed at that base or passing through Belgian territory.  The base, the construction of which had begun in 1951, lay between Lier, Herentals and Turnhout.  It was divided into 26 camps with a total area of about six square miles.  It involved the construction of new roads, railways and two small ports at Grobbendonk along the Albert Canal.  The Bill which ratified the agreement was passed by the Belgian Chamber of Deputies on 3 June 1953.  The terms were extremely generous to Britain, for example the agreement placed at the disposal of the British government 

“all land required in the Province of Antwerp for the construction of a base for the use of the United Kingdom armed forces and for the facilities which are required in connection with it”.
In a further section Article Five clearly stated:
“the Government of the United Kingdom shall not be liable for payment of any compensation on account of any resumption of occupation of the land” [by the Belgian Government]

The full titles of the various agreements associated with British forces in Belgium were as follows:

· General Agreement between the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Government of Belgium on the Establishment of a British Military Base in Belgium

(Signed: 12 November 1952 in Brussels)
· Detailed Agreement on the Establishment of a British Military Base in Belgium - Gondola Agreement
(Signed: 12 November 1952 in Brussels)
· Protocol (between United Kingdom, Canada and Belgium): Use of the British Military Base in Belgium for the maintenance of Canadian Forces
(Signed: 30 March 1953 in Brussels)
By the end of 1952 the depot complex had been completed with a total of some 3½ million square feet of covered storage and 30 million square feet of outdoor storage.  This depot complex was established with storage depots for engineer stores, survey (maps), medical stores, RASC (petrol and supplies) and Ordnance (general stores, vehicles and ammunition) with various administrative services to support it.  The whole complex was based at ten sites to the east of the port of Antwerp:

· Grobbendonk (fuel depot)

· Tielen (ammunition depot)

· Olen (vehicle, survey and medical depots)

· Emblem (ordnance depot)

· Geel (engineer stores depot)

· Herentals (supply depot and married quarters)

· Broechem (ordnance sub-depots)

· Vremde (mobile stores sub-depot)

· Lier (ordnance sub-depot and married quarters)

· Berlaar (supplies reserve depot)

An Advanced Base for British Forces: 1951-53

Headquarters British Forces Maintenance Area (HQ BFMA) was established in 1951, but on 19 May 1953 it became Headquarters Advanced Base (British Forces) - reviving the name “advanced base” which was used by 21 Army Group during the Second World War for the miscellany of depots established in and around Antwerp, following the opening up of the port.
(BAOR GRO 9061 dated 5 June 1953)
15 Advanced Base Ordnance Depot: 1952-1959
In 1952 the Headquarters unit of 15 Base Ordnance Depot RAOC (15 BOD) transferred to the Antwerp area from Glinde near Hamburg, Germany.  At the same time the unit reverted to the title of 15 Advanced Base Ordnance Depot RAOC (15 ABOD).  It is thought that by 1959 the headquarters unit of 15 ABOD had returned to Germany to a new depot complex at Viersen. 1 (MT) Sub-Depot and 3 (TS) Sub-Depot transferred to Viersen at the same time.
At its peak in 1958 the Base employed just over 4,000 local civilians.  However, between 1958 and 1976 British logistic support in Belgium was progressively reduced, with over half the original storage sites handed over to the Belgian authorities.  An example of this Kessing’s Contemporary Archive, Volume XI (1957/58), p.16241 records that on 15 April 1958 the Belgian Defence Minister announced that three of the depots of the British advanced military base near Antwerp were to be taken over by the Belgian Army because of changes in the British military organisation.

British Forces Antwerp: 1970 onwards
In 1969 the advanced base as such ceased to exist.  The base was reorganised and streamlined to form British Forces Antwerp in April 1970.  As a result HQ Advanced Base (British Forces) was reorganised to form Headquarters British Forces Antwerp.

British Communications Zone: 1980 onwards
In 1980 the title British Forces Antwerp changed to the British Communication Zone (BR COMM Z).  The HQ Staff was upgraded to a one-star command and directly subordinated to HQ BAOR.  Its new formation badge was based on the 21 Army Group/HQ BAOR badge of two gold crossed swords on a blue cross on a red background flanked by the Belgian and Netherlands flags.  There were minor troop and Locally Employed Civilian (LEC) reductions but no major change in role.  Its HQ however was subject to more intense war role exercises, especially during Exercise CRUSADER (1980), Exercise SPEARPOINT (1982) and Exercise LIONHEART (1984).

Exercise LIONHEART: 1984
In 1984, the year of Exercise LIONHEART (in which the planned reinforcement of Germany was tested) British Forces Antwerp was developed into a subordinate formation of HQ BAOR called British Communication Zone ((BR) Comm Z).  The following units formed (BR) Comm Z:
HQ British Communication Zone

HQ RCT British Communication Zone

602 Transport Unit RCT

Ordnance Depot Antwerp RAOC

60 Communication Zone Workshop REME

60 Communication Zone Workshop Stores Section RAOC

40 Area Cash Office RAPC

41 Security Detachment

detachment, 32 Postal & Courier Squadron RE

detachment, 1 Squadron, 16 Signal Regiment

detachment, 101 Provost Company RMP

detachment, 4 Signal Group
Closure of the Antwerp depot complex: 1992

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the ending of the Cold War and the reunification of East and West Germany in 1990, the Options for Change defence review in the early 1990s, as well as economic considerations in the UK, were important parameters in force reductions under the “BAOR drawdown”.  This in turn gave rise to a gradual reduction in activity along the UK - Germany lines of communication which led to an announcement in 1991 that the BR COMM Z (including Headquarters, depots and workshops) would close completely.

On 19 September 1991 Ordnance Depot Antwerp held their final Freedom parade in Herentals.  However, upon completion of the drawdown a British military presence in Emblem was still needed and so in March 1992 the last unit (HQ RCT) became the UK Movements and Liaison Staff (Low Countries) (UK Mov & LS (LC)) and remained in its 1975 building in Camp A in Emblem.  Annex V to the 1952 “Gondola” Agreement, which listed the buildings in Emblem, known as the Emblem Enclave and the quarters in Lier (Service Families Accommodation) (SFA) which were to remain in British hands, was signed on 6 April 1992.  All other property was then handed back to the Belgian government in accordance with the 1952 Agreement.

UK Mov & LS (LC) operated as a sub-unit of 24 Regiment RCT; there was also 731 Security Detachment and an outstation of Defence Estates (Germany) responsible for the Defence Estate in Belgium and the Netherlands.  
Final closure of Emblem: 2006

In January 2006 the decision was made to close Emblem Station and to re-locate the units based there and this was to be completed by September 2006.  The main unit, the UK Mov & LS(LC), moved to JHQ Rheindahlen, but left its two Belgian civilians based in Peutie with the Belgian Army Logistics HQ.  The Security Detachment and the Defence Estates Office moved to the UKSU at SHAPE in Mons.  The Emblem Enclave on the Oostmalse Steenweg in Broechem/Ranst and its SFA in the Kemmel Straat in Lier were finally handed over the Belgian government on 21 November 2006. 

Postal matters
When the depot complex was established in 1951 a civilian postal address was used until the introduction of the BFPO 21 address effective from 15 October 1952.  The introduction of the BFPO address indicated that establishment of an APO which was initially located at Grobbendonk Camp.

(BAOR General Routine Order 8513/52 dated 24 October 1952)
With the formation of HQ Advanced Base (British Forces) the telegraph address became:

BRITBASE BELGIUM
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