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There already exists a rich variety of organisations specifically dedicated to nature conservation. Many of these, like Ecosites, have an extended  physical location. For example, nature reserves, recreational nature parks, botanic gardens and arboreta, field study centres and so on. I shall refer to these as Dedicated Nature Sites or DNSs.  The question for this presentation is whether, and if so how, ecosites can make a distinctive contribution complementary to that of the DNSs

[image: image1.bmp]Given the wide range of activities pursued by Ecosites, it is entirely possible that an Ecosite could have the conservation of nature as an important, even a principal, aim.  This applies to several organisations that have had a direct input to the ECOLINK process
, or that are widely regarded as bona fide Ecosites/Ecocentres.
  Indeed a DNS can be an ecosite within the prevailing definition.
  So there is a large overlap between the two categories. Generally speaking however, ecosites belong to another class of site-based organisations with a wider remit, part of which may involve nature conservation. Given that ecosites are by definition dedicated to environmental protection, they will often find themselves acting as a link or bridge between different classes and networks of organisations. Some of the relationships between Ecosites, DNSs and other site-based organisations are summarised in figure 1th DNSs on the left. Each box is itself a network, many having a formal collective organisation with its own secretariat, and often with strong international links.


The contribution of ecosites to nature conservation will be most effective when these networks are recognised and understood. At the same time links to non-DNS networks will be important. For example it is in universities that the basic theories of natural ecology and ecosystem functioning are usually generated. Ecosites need to be au courant with recent knowledge if they are not to make naïve mistakes in their own activities or recommendations to others. They also need to be aware of the official structures protecting nature in their own countries, and the voluntary and citizens movements that complement them. 

Many modern museums feature exhibitions of natural habitats and ecosystem function, notably for aquatic communities, and are pioneering new ways to engage the attention of the public.  Schools have grounds and are required to address nature conservation as part of the curriculum. Garden centres increasingly display their products in constructed landscapes with important habitat values.

Ecosites have much to learn from such developments. In their turn, they are often approached by DNSs for advice and collaboration on operational matters such as ecological building, energy, waste treatment, sustainability theory, and interpretation, environmental auditing.

Having emphasised the need for Ecosites to “fit in” with pre-existing structures, what can they do that perhaps other organisations cannot do so well? How can their distinctive strengths be best exploited? We will discuss nine general categories.

· Indirect effects through the promotion of sustainability

· Direct effects through the promotion of sustainability

· Acting in lieu of a Field Study Centre

· Acting as a focus for biodiversity programmes

· Monitoring the impact on natural systems of their own development

· Researching and demonstrating best practice in amenity horticulture and landscape construction

· Research on the interaction between nature conservation of specific activities

· Preservation of genetic resources

· Exploring new departures in communicating the need for nature conservation

INDIRECT INFLUENCE THROUGH THE PROMOTION OF SUSTAINABILITY

Nature conservation is generally thought of in local terms, but the integrity of local habitats and ecosystems will be profoundly affected by global phenomena such as climate change. The prevention of such large-scale changes is an important part of the raison d’être of most ecosites, and so it could be said that their contribution is as important as it could be, in the medium term. DNSs traditionally have not concerned themselves with the wider global issues, but this is changing, partly under the influence of ecosites. For example CAT has a ‘twinning’ relationship with an important nature centre in the USA that has declared its intention to transform itself into a sustainability centre.

DIRECT EFFECTS THROUGH THE PROMOTION OF SUSTAINABILITY

There are going to be conflicts between the demands of global sustainability, and local habitat issues. Ecosites are almost certain to become embroiled in these conflicts. Tidal barrages for example, can cause quite marked ecological changes, yet ecosites would probably support them on wider sustainability grounds. Ecodyfi (one of the spin-off organisations of CAT, promoting local renewable energy schemes) has found itself in dispute with ecologists and Environment Agency officials over the effects of water abstraction for small hydroelectric schemes, leaving a stretch of a stream drier than it would otherwise have been.  

More controversially,  it often argued by the nuclear industry that a greater poroportion of nuclear power in a nation’s energy system is beneficial to wildlife, as nuclear power is physically compact and has a relatively minor interaction with natural ecosystems. This is probably correct, but for historical and other reasons most ecosites are culturally antipathetic to nuclear power, and would oppose any moves to expand it

Acting in lieu of a Field Study Centre

Environmental Education Centres and Field Study Centres play an important role in raising awareness of nature among young people. In some areas however there are no facilities of this kind, and here Ecosites can fill a gap. At the Earth Centre in Yorkshire, UK, for example, students collect water samples from ponds established on the site, bring them into a specially-prepared teaching laboratory, and study the food webs of the aquatic life by means of large projecting microscopes to allow an entire class to see what is going on.  At the Lost Gardens of Heligan in Cornwall, UK, remotely-controllable video-cameras in owl nestboxes show visitors close-up details of chick feeding and owl ‘family life’. 
Ecocentres could act as a gateway to the local ecosystems, providing maps, directions and study guides.  They could also demonstrate live, but accessible and interpreted, examples of local habitats.
A focus for International Biodiversity programmes

Again, where there is no ‘official’ conservation body, Ecosites could act as a focus for such initiatives as the EU Species and Birds directives, the Ramsar, Bern and Bonn Conventions, Natura 2000, and the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve programme. The latter is particularly significant, since in its recently revised form, the Biosphere Reserve programme specifically aims at a reconciliation of nature conservation and sustainable development.  This is very much in tune with the remit of Ecosites.

Monitoring the impact on natural systems of their own development

There is frequently heated disagreement about the environmental impact  of economic development, particularly where there is a great deal of physical infrastructure and building. Those defending the interests of wildlife are often opposed to any kind of development. Ecocentres are very well placed to make a contribution here, since they do develop physically, yet are committed to sustainability, and often have the technical and institutional ability to monitor their own effects over a long period. Newly-established ecocentres could be encouraged to adopt a process such as the following:

A baseline survey is undertaken

This is compared with nearby areas of land that could act as controls

Further surveys are undertaken at, say, five year intervals

Comparisons with similar sites are also made

A tradition of biodiversity monitoring is maintained  

Over time, important policy implications are derived; for example:

What features of the development process had what effects?

Are there any processes that had clearly deleterious effects?

Are there simple rules that can prevent the worst outcomes?

Should there be deliberate measures of habitat creation?

Or does sensitive, sustainable development maximise biodiversity in any case?

This could build into a vital body of knowledge.  By way example, a summary of some of the changes in wildlife at CAT are shown in Figure 2. In spite of some losses, the general impression is that overall, biodiversity has increased quite substantially on the CAT site, and that many new habitats have been created, in spite of dramatic increases in human activity and intensity of use.

DEMONSTRATION OF ‘BEST PRACTICE’ IN LANDSCAPE MANAGEMENT AND AMENITY GARDEN DESIGN

Amenity and ornamental landscape construction has historically lacked an environmental dimension. Design is generally governed by appearance, fashion, function, budgets etc. This is no longer good enough, and amenity horticulture and landscaping must take sustainability considerations on board. Unfortunately there are no agreed standards such as exist for commercial horticulture and agriculture (for example the ‘organic’ standards administered by the International Federation of Organic Movements).  Here Ecosites that possess designed gardens can lead the way. Indeed, they might even take a lead in proposing and attempting to formalise systems of standards. This has already been attempted by HDRA in the UK. 

Ecosites with extensive grounds can also show attractive models of how home gardens can be designed and run in a sustainable manner that is attractive to wildlife. Householders need to be helped to reconcile apparent conflicts between wildlife and other functions of home gardens.

At the same time, ecosites with gardens, can demonstrate best practice in how public gardens should be operated so as to maximise habit diversity and wildlife values. In the larger sites this can be taken further, with the partition of the site into monitored zones in order to advance our understanding of the interaction between development and wildlife. One zone could be intensively developed for human uses. Another zone could be deliberately managed to encourage biodiversity. A third zone could be completely wild, left to ‘manage itself’ with no human interaction at all.   Such measures would become a long-term source of useful data, would have value for teaching, and would also be of interest to the general public.

Figure 2:  Balance sheet for large-species gains and losses, CAT 1975-2000

SIGN
EFFECT
EXAMPLES
COMMENT

NEGATIVE
NATURAL LOSSES
Chough         
              Pyrrocorax pyrrocorax

Raven  

              Corvus corax
Parsley Fern 
              Cryptogramma crispa
Royal Fern      
              Osmunda regalis


Although these are valuable and unusual species, none is endangered


EXOTIC WEED SPECIES ESTABLISHED?

(with possible pre-emption of niches for native species.)
Buddleia

 Buddleia davidii
Himalayan balsam 
Impatiens glandulifera


Although these are aggressive colonising species, they have considerable value as nectar plants for a wide range of insects

POSITIVE
NATURAL GAINS

(Species that arrived spontaneously and appear to be permanently established)
Lesser horseshoe bat 
Rhinolophus hipposideros

Broad-leaved helleborine 
Epipactis helleborine

Toothwort

Lathraea squamaria

Dark mullein 

Verbascum nigrum

Green figwort

 Scrophularia umbrosa

Red Kite                             Milvus milvus



OCCASIONAL SIGHTINGS

(observed during the sample period but possibly not established)
Otter 


Lutra lutra
Pine marten 

Martes martes
Hazel dormouse           
Muscardinus avellanarius 

Lesser snapdragon             
Misopates orontium

Squinancywort

Asperula cynanchica

Monkshood                         Aconitum napellus



NATURALISED NATIVES

(deliberately introduced but securely established outside planted areas)
Soapwort 

Saponaria officinalis
Ragged Robin 

Lychnis flos-cuculi
Jacob’s ladder 

Polemonium caeruleum
Bogbean 

Menyanthes trifoliata
Shining cranesbill 
Geranium lucidum

Fringed water-lily 
Nymphoides peltata
Musk mallow 

Malva moschata
Purple lossestrife 

Lythrum salicaria
Lungwort 

Pulmonaria officinalis
Bugle


Ajuga reptans
Betony 


Stachys officinalis
Gipsywort 

Lycopus europeus
Purple toadflax

 Linaria purpurea
Water plantain 

Alisma plantago-aquatica
Orange hawkweed 
Pilosella aurantiacum

Wild azalea 

Rhododendronb luteum

Marsh Valerian

Valeriana diioca

Sweet Woodruff

Galium odoratum
Teasel


Dipsacus fullonum
Mullein


Verbascum thapsus
Yellow archangel

Lamiastrum galeobdolon
Purple toadflax

Linaria purpuria



USEFUL EXOTICS?

(deliberately introduced for wildlife value)
Michaelmas daisy      
Aster novi-belgii
Ice Plant


Sedum spectabile
Elecampane 

Inula helenium

Borage


Borago officinalis


RESEARCH ON INTERACTIONS OF NATURAL SYSTEMS AND SPECIFIC SUSTAINABLE ACTIVITIES

Since ecosites by definition pursue a wide range of different activities and themes, there exist good opportunities for studying the impact of these activities on  nature conservation. Many of these are important general problems and could attract formal or informal research funding . Examples come readily to mind:

1. Biofuel production takes a large area of land, and there are serious concerns about its effect on wildlife. Are these concerns justified? What biomass systems have the least effects? Are there small and economical measures that can be undertaken to mitigate impacts? Are there biomass production systems that positively enhance wildlife?

2. Do the drier areas downstream of microhydro dams have a different flora and fauna from control sections of the river?  Do the differences contribute to or detract from, overall biodiversity? A positive response to such questions would be to monitor the results of changes in order to build up a catalogue of likely effects of energy and other installations (see also below).

3. What microhabitats are inadvertently created in new buildings? Can buildings be deliberately designed for habitat creation without adding unacceptably to costs or incurring other penalties? Should living materials be deliberately introduced?

4. What is the contribution of lagoonage or constructed wetland  systems for cleaning dirty water, to local biodiversity? Can changes in say geometry or management maximise habitat and biodiversity values at zero cost?

5. Are there deleterious effects of processing waste products such as shellfish waste, paper mill sludge, sawdust, sewage sludges, or coffee waste? Can these effects be mitigated or even turned into positive benefits?

PRESERVATION OF GENETIC RESOURCES

Ecosites could act as gene-banks preserving and maintaining scarce or threatened species or germ-lines, especially those native to their own region and adapted to it. At the same time they could show lay visitors how this is done and encourage amateurs to take part in the process. Although it must be assumed that ecosites would operate within a framework of national and international gene banks, they could also act as the hub of a local network of enthusiasts.

Part of this task would be help maintain habitats necessary for certain species. This might take place on the actual site itself, or nearby.

The great interest that ordinary visitors have for traditional and rare breeds should not be ignored. This is an opportunity both to deliver messages, change behaviour, and generate income.

CONSERVATIOIN AND THE ARTS

Ecosites are less constrained, and culturally more flexible, than many DNSs. Particularly the visitor-centre ecosites have an opportunity to innovate in communicating new insights. At CAT for example, there is a programme of theatre productions on environmental themes. There is also an experimental projection system that makes images appear to cover the surface of a 4m diameter sphere. This is known as the ‘Gaiascope’ and is used to present a 10-minute film about the history of life on earth.  At the Eden Project artists are regularly commissioned to create artworks inspired by the theme of plant conservation. One example is a cork oak grove (with real trees) among which are foraging sculptural pigs, made themselves from cork. At the Earth Centre there are giant listening tubes that capture sounds from far away, and a listener can relate to a huge environmental volume, hearing remote birdsong, wind, and snatches of conversation.

CONCLUSION

There is a strong potential overlap between Ecosites and DNSs, and there is much scope for exchange, imitation and mutual learning. Ecosites should not try to duplicate work that is being adequately done elsewhere, although in some cases they might act in place of a DNS. Ecosites should use their own distinctive qualities to explore new and complementary approached to the promotion of nature conservation.
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Figure 1: Ecosites and other site-based networks
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� For example, the Centre Pro-Natura Champ-Pittet, Switzerland; The Centre of Alpine Ecology, Italy; the Centre for Mountain Ecology, Bucegi National Park, Bulgaria; the National Botanic Garden of Wales, UK; the Zeleni Put Greenway, Serbia-Montenegro; the Poda Protected Area, Bulgaria.


� For example The Eden Project, UK; Öhns GÅrd, Sweden; Ecomare, The Netherlands.


� The European Federation of Ecosites defines an Ecosite as “A demomnstration site dedicated to innovation and knowledge transfer to promote environmental protection and equitable sustainable development”.
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