
Looking 
for Cowslips

Tsipe Aavik
University of Tartu, Estonia

26 February 2021Plantlife webinar Spring into Action



EUROPEAN GRASSLANDS

Tropical 
rainforest

Wilson, Dengler, Peet & Pärtel, J. Veg. Sci. 2012

Temperate 
wooded meadow

ð Temperate grasslands offer habitats for exceptionally many 

plant and animal species

ð European grasslands are worldôs top-diverse habitats!

Many vascular plant species 
in such a small area (!):
- 25 species 10 x 10 cm
- 42 species 20 x 20 cm
- 76 species 100 x 100 cm  

Temperate grasslands
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Prangel. 2017 (Masterthesis, Uni. Tartu) 

ð Semi-natural grasslands are critical for maintaining vital 

ecosystem services (natureôs benefits for people) 

ð Important nesting and feeding habitats for numerous 

insects

ð Species involved in biological control

ð Cultural, recreative and aesthetic value

Richness
of butterflies

Richenss
of bumblebees

Ca 75 % of most important food crops 
depend on pollinators.
!ǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ αǇƻƭƭƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜά ƛǎ 
secured by wild pollinating insects.

The overgrowth of calcareous grasslands has brought along 
substantial decrease in the abundance of butterflies and bumblebees. 
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ð Drastic decrease in the area and connectivity of grasslands

ð Europe has lost > 90 % of semi-natural grasslands

ð Land use change as the main cause

Kukk & Kull 1997. Estonia Maritima2

Drastic grassland loss in Estonia 
over the past century

EUROPEAN GRASSLANDS

https://www.theguardian.com/international

Wooded 
meadows

(ca 750 ha managed)



EUROPEAN GRASSLANDS

Calcareousgrassland in 1913
Pääsuke1913 (ERM 214:208)

1950-s

kilometer

Overall change in the area of grasslands

Laasimer1965. Estonian Vegetation

ð Drastic decrease in the area and connectivity of grasslands

ð Europe has lost > 90 % of semi-natural grasslands

ð Land use change as the main cause



Overgrown grassland in 2016

kilometer

The total area of grasslands 
has decreased.
Landscape-scale connectivity
has drastically declined. 
Both pose serious threats for 
biodiversity.

2021

Helm & Toussaint 2020. 

ð Drastic decrease in the area and connectivity of grasslands

ð Europe has lost > 90 % of semi-natural grasslands

ð Land use change as the main cause

EUROPEAN GRASSLANDS

Overall change in the area of grasslands



ESTONIAN GRASSLANDS ïfloodplain meadows

Photo: Tsipe Aavik



ESTONIAN GRASSLANDS ïcoastal meadows

Photo: Tsipe Aavik



ESTONIAN GRASSLANDS ïwooded meadows

Photos: Tsipe Aavik



ESTONIAN GRASSLANDS ïcalcareous alvar grasslands

Photo: Tsipe Aavik



RESTORATION OF GRASSLANDS

ð LIFE TO ALVARS ïa large-scale restoration project to recover calcareous semi-

natural grasslands (alvars) on > 2500 ha in Estonia

Meeting of the experts to select 

most valuable regions:

(1) Historical distribution

(2) Regions where grasslands 

with high diversity had 

preserved

Aims:

(1) Increase habitat connectivity

(2) Increase habitat area

Photos: Aveliina Helm LIFE TO ALVARS: http://life.envir.ee/english-project-life-alvars



RESTORATION OF GRASSLANDS

ð LIFE TO ALVARS ïa large-scale restoration project to recover calcareous semi-

natural grasslands (alvars) on > 2500 ha in Estonia

LIFE TO ALVARS: http://life.envir.ee/english-project-life-alvars

2015
2017

Photos: Aveliina Helm



GENETIC DIVERSITY 

OF GRASSLAND PLANTS

ð Inventory and long-term monitoring of the 

effectiveness of grassland restoration

ð Landscape and environmental change

ð Species diversity of various organism groups

ð Genetic diversity and gene flow of plants

ð Ecosystem services

RESTORATION OF GRASSLANDS

Overgrown grasslandOpen grassland

Photos: Aveliina Helm, Tsipe Aavik /right/


