Dry grasslands in European countries

This section is devoted to overviews of dry grassland research activities in different countries/regions of Europe.
We believe that exchange of information can help all of us to get a better understanding of the overall situation of
dry grassland research and conservation. Our expectation is that stimulating articles on dry grassland research
topics and stories of successfull protection will encourage everybody to seek for closer cooperation and for new
horizons in dry grassland research.

Different types of contributions are welcome for this section as the present status of dry grassland research and
protection in a particular region is determined by several aspects, e.g. the history of overall vegetation (ecosystem)
research, nature conservation priorities in the area, the possibilities of cooperation among scientists and
practitioners, etc.

We would highly appreciate contributions of our members to this section. They should preferably fit in one of the

following categories:

o overview of dry grassland research/protection/restoration in your country/region (incl. list of publications etc.);

e single aspect of dry grassland history in your country/region e.g. history of dry grassland research/protection/
restoration;

o personalities who contributed or who are contributing to dry grassland research/protection/restoration;

o successful/significant project contributing to dry grassland research/protection/restoration;

o interesting results of dry grassland research, information on the state of the phytosociological database, etc.

History of dry grassland vegetation research in Latvia

As Latvia is a small country, it seemed not to be a pro-  Dry grasslands cover approximately 2,000 ha and they
blem to collect information on the research and are scattered in small fragments mainly in river valleys
publications devoted to dry grasslands. However, the and along the coasts of the Baltic Sea and the Riga
information older than 20 years was scattered over Gulf. Dry grasslands have attracted attention of
different information sources and titles of many of them  biologists and ecologists only during the last 15-20
did not raise the expectation to find anything about dry  years. Vegetation research started in Latvia in the
grasslands. For example, many publications of the 20"  beginning of the 20" century but data on semi-natural
century on classification of grassland vegetation were  grassland vegetation were fragmentary and mostly
published in a periodical called Proceedings of the  unpublished until the mid 20" century (only as diploma
Institute of Zootechnics and Zoohygiene. Due to the and PhD theses). The reason was the very low
strong tradition to separate zoological and botanical  attractiveness of dry grasslands as a research object
research | restricted the following overview to studies  because neither scientific community nor any part of
dealing with dry grassland vegetation. society perceived dry grasslands as a value from any
point of view.

The Northern Gauja monitoring site after rain, 2006. Photo: S. Riisina.
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The first significant research of dry grasslands started
in mid 20™ century when the intensification of agricul-
ture called for an overview of grassland resources for
expanding husbandry. As a result, the description and
classification of grassland plant communities developed
as an important research direction for several years. In
the same time some other investigations concerning
semi-natural grasslands (the ecology of grassland spe-
cies and communities, phytoindication, vegetation
structure) were also carried out, mainly under the guid-
ance of G. Sabardina. The main goal of these investiga-
tions was again to provide the best solutions for semi-
natural (incl. dry) grassland improvement (Table 1).

G.Sabardina (from left) and 4. Abolina in 1961 during
the Expedition of Baltic Botanists in Latvia. Photo
from A.Abolina’s personal archive.

Depending on the classification approach, three periods
can be distinguished in Latvia. The economical typolo-
gy was based on meadow and pasture quality, and it
was actively used at the beginning of 20th century up to
the 1960s (Varsbergs, 1923; Terauds, 1954; Sabardina,
1958). The necessity of such a typology was called
forth by the rapid development of agriculture at the end
of 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century
and conversion from grain farming to livestock farm-
ing.

In Latvia, the first vegetation classification based on
features of the vegetation itself was the dominant
method widely used in Russia at that time
(Aleksandrova, 1969; Mirkin et al., 2002). It was used
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in geobotanical divisioning, but most important were G.
Sabardina’s works (Sabardina, 1957). New trends in
vegetation research appeared in the 1980s when the
first papers were published in which plant communities
were investigated and classified according to the Braun-
Blanquet phytosociological methodology. Although the
aim of the research — to develop the classification of
Latvian semi-natural grassland vegetation — did not
change in this period either, there were several circum-
stances promoting the development of a new classifica-
tion system and consequently the change of method.

Firstly, more and more criticism appeared both from
European and Russian scientists arguing that the domi-
nant method is not effective in polydominant plant
communities, but the majority of semi-natural grass-
lands are such (Aleksandrova, 1969; Mirkin, Shelyag-
Sosonko, 1984; Rabotnov, 1983). The weakness of this
approach was also a lack of vegetation relevés or their
inaccessibility to a wider audience. Plant communities
described in the earlier periods of vegetation research in
Latvia were not documented with relevés. The content
of these communities is not known, and it is not possi-
ble to make a comparative analysis between different
authors of that period and contemporary investigations.
Secondly, the previous classification ignored many rare
and endangered plant communities. These include all
dry calcareous and sandy meadows and pastures in Lat-
via. Thirdly, beginning with the 1990s international
cooperation in nature protection and management of
biological diversity broadened creating a necessity for
common understanding of plant communities and habi-
tats.

Although vegetation classification based on the Braun-
Blanquet approach started in the early 1980ies, the pro-
gress was slow. Only 1-2 publications per year ap-
peared in the period from 1980 to 1997. Most of them
were devoted to forest and mire vegetation. Until 2006
vegetation scientists were employed at different institu-
tions and there was no national-level project aiming at
surveying vegetation of the country. Hopefully, things
will change during the next years. In 2007, the Labora-
tory of Geobotany was established at the Institute of
Biology of the University of Latvia under the leader-
ship of Dr. habil. geogr. Maris Laivin$ (four persons are
employed at the laboratory). The staff of the laboratory
in collaboration with vegetation scientists from other
institutions has prepared a project proposal to the Lat-
vian Academy of Sciences with the main goal to pub-
lish an overview of plant communities of Latvia.

The overview of the current status of dry grassland re-
search in Latvia will be published in the next issue of

the Bulletin. . ) ) )
Solvita Risiga, Riga, Latvia



Table 1 Semi-natural Grassland Research in Latvia

Research direction

References

Results

Vertical and horizontal

structure of vegetation

The influence of fertilisa-
tion on vegetation structure

Sabardina et al., 1967;
Sabardina & Jukna, 1968

The influence of N, K, P, Cu, Mo, and B on vegetation struc-
ture (not in dry grasslands)

Ecological profiles

Vielichko, 1970; Sabardina,
1952a,b, c; 1968

Sabardina, 1949; Sabardina &,

The spatial structure of plant communities (focusing mainly
on river and lake flood-plains). Ecological profiles included
also dry grasslands

Productivity of semi-natural grasslands

Measurements of primary
biomass both single and
repeated (during several
following years) measure-
ments

Konrads, 1939; 1948; Terauds
1954; Sabardina, 1955; Klav-
ina et al., 2001;

Productivity of the most common plant communities (incl.
only some dry grassland communities).

Conclusion: the productivity of semi-natural grasslands can
fluctuate more than 100% depending on the average yearly
weather conditions

Vegetation ecology and

phytoindication

Ecological amplitude of
vascular plants, bryophytes,
and plant communities;
Identification of indicator
species; Radioactivity of
vascular plants

Klavina, 1965; Klavina, 1966;
1967; Fatare, 1966; 1967;
Jukna, 1964; 1966; 1967;
Sabardina et al., 1973;
Sabardina & Jukna, 1960;
Sabardina, 1964; Sabardina et
al., 1971; 1973; Sabardina &
Jukna, 1968; Shalajeva &
Sabardina, 1971

Eglite, 1967; Kristkalne, 1955;

The second most important research branch (after vegetation
classification). Several PhD theses were elaborated. 22
dominant species were analysed based on 320 geobotanical
relevés (not accessible anymore) and soil chemical features
(pH, amount of organic matter, N, P, K, Cu, B, Mo) (some
species relevant to dry grasslands)

Phenology

Phenology of dominant
species; timing of
phenological phases in dif-
ferent regions of Latvia

Sabardina & Gurevich, 1952

Investigations were carried out in permanent plots for sev-
eral years. Regional differences in beginning and duration of
phenological phases were detected and described.

Vegetation geography

Grassland plant communi-
ties (classification and dis-
tribution)

Sabardina, 1957; 1962

Description of 32 formations of grassland vegetation
(according to the dominant method), Schematic distribution
maps provided for three formations: Seslerieta caeruleae,
Avenastreta pubescentis, and Molinieta coeruleae. Only a
negligible part of dry grasslands included into this overview
(formation class Prata frigidissica)

Mapping of grassland vege-
tation as a part of
geobotanical mapping of
Latvia

Sabardina et al., 1970

The mapping unit was a formation (according to the domi-
nant method); the map is not published and not available for
broader audience.

Mapping of semi-natural
grassland habitats

Kabucis et al., 2003

The mapping unit was a habitat type (corresponds to associa-
tion or alliance of the Braun-Blanquet vegetation classifica-
tion approach)

The map is digitised but not published, results are only partly

published (Rusina, 2007).
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Nature protection area ,Randu Meadows” with extensive coastal grasslands, 2006. Photo: S. Risina.
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