Conservationists on
both sides of the
Atlantic face losses in
biodiversity resulting
from fragmentation,
changing disturbance
regimes and increas-

Ing eutrophication.

B1ODIVERSITY CONSERVATION IN EUROPE
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[. Grasslands

By David A. Wedin

Q nly 200 years ago the North American
tallgrass prairie was a vast natural sys-
tem shaped by climate, ropography, fire and
herbivores. Today it is almost gone. In lowa
only a few thousand hectares of an original
12 million hectares of prairie remain (Coo-
per, 1982). Across the Midwest, the prairie
persists as rare, isolated fragments in a land-
scape dominated by intensive agriculture —
islarids threatened both by a growing vari-
ety of new anthropogenic disturbances and
by the loss of processes such as fire that
originally sustained them.

[ recently traveled to northern Europe
to visit British and Dutch ecologists working
on grassland conservation and restoration.
While [ was excited about the prospect of
seeing some of the ecological research un-
derway there, I was not aware what rel-
evance European experiences might have
for efforts to preserve and restore tallgrass
prairie in the North American Midwest. It
seemed to me that the differences between
the European and American situations were
too great. Preoccupied by the plight of the
tallgrass prairie, | assumed there could be no
comparable situation in Europe. In the course
of my visit, I learned that I was wrong.
Europeans are facing problems strikingly
similar to ours, and the lessons they have
learned trying to cope with these problems
are applicable in North America.

Twostereotypesinitially prevented me
from seeing the relevance of European grass-
land conservation to the tallgrass prairie.
The first was the notion that an equilibrium
between people and nature exists in Europe.
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A Common Challenge

When Americans think about the Euro-
pean landscape, they imagine a balance’
between towns, agricultural fields and semi-
natural areas that goes back for centuries.
Clearly no such equilibrium exists in North
America, where vast portions of the original
landscape have been dramatically altered
within the last century.

Acfirst glance, much of the landscape
in northern Europe supports this impres-
sion. The pastoral landscape of this area,
with itssmall fields, hedgerows, sheep-grazed
meadows, windmills and quaint villages, is
superficially similar to the Europe that 19th
century emigrants left for America. This
superficial similarity, however, is a devasta-
tion of European natural areas and a loss.of
biodiversity during the past century that has
actually been just as dramatic as anything
seen in North America. According to Jan
van Groenendael, a plant ecologist ar the
Dutch Agricultural University at Wa-
geningen, Holland has lost 30 percent of its
plant species during the last century. And in
Britain, ten vascular plant and four inverte-
brate species have gone exrinct during the
same period; another 149 plant and 14 in-
vertebrate species are endangered (Green,
1990).

This loss of biodiversity was also evi-
dent when | traveled across southem En-
gland with a group of British and Dutch
ecologists. One of the communities we vis-
ited was a species-rich fen dominated by
purple moor grass (Molinia caerulia) and
meadow thistle (Cirsium dissectum), together
with several dozen ericads and forbs. Devon,
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