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In 2013, the Tampere-based nature conservation group Villi Vyöhyke ry (eng. Wild Zone NGO) was established. The association has carried out 180 nature conservation experiments over the course of its existence. The association's efforts began with guerilla meadow experiments using seeds from local plants. The association has been able to take on bigger projects with goals in restoration since then. 

Wild Zone’s nature conservation activities have a few distinctive features. Citizen participation, nature conservation amidst human activities (for example, in cities and industrial environments), and the use of local seeds are the most essential. Experiments are also always present in the projects, because there is only a little knowledge about seed-based restoration and meadows, especially those located in Northern Europe.

Projects

The recent assignments have included as examples a biodiversity park project (Turku Skanssi), meadows and landscaping projects of varied sizes and purposes, insect compensation zones, and several more experimental projects with various partners. The association has conducted experiments with polypores and dead wood. Recently there have also been projects with wetland species.

Citizen participation

Wild Zone highlights citizen participation in nature care because it enriches the relationship between urban dwellers and nature. Urban residents can make the urban space and their surroundings their own by engaging with nature. The association also has several projects that are entirely carried out by volunteers, such as the care of the Myllysaari dry meadow.

Biodiversity in cities and industrial areas

The association aims to develop nature care in cities and other areas that are partially or fully shaped by human activities. The association expands the practices of nature conservation and seeks new ways to protect nature that traditional nature conservation, which is based on the protection of places, usually cannot conserve. 

Local seeds for conservation

The use of local seeds in conservation is about nurturing the biodiversity of local nature. The association only uses seeds it has collected itself, and the locations are carefully recorded from every collected batch. Currently, it is done in the association's own system, but there is a hope the Finnish Environment Institute and the ELY Centre are starting to develop a standardized system for local seed use. The association has seen such systems in Northern America and in Germany. The goal of using local seeds is to preserve the local gene pool, which can be genetically differentiated. Preserving genetic diversity aims to secure the future of species. The use of local seeds in conservation is particularly advanced in America, but in Europe, the field is also developing rapidly, and local seeds are widely available in conservation projects. In Finland, the availability of local seeds is currently almost non-existent.

Gathering the seeds

Seeds are at the heart of the association's activities. Wild Zone NGO collects all the seeds it uses itself. Seed collection begins as early as late June, but the season is busiest in August and September. Seeds are collected carefully so that the original populations are not weakened. 

From the original populations, the aim is also to detach as quickly as possible. That happens by moving to collect from the earlier sown sites. Each collection event is recorded in a table  with its coordinates and other information. When sowing seeds, it is important to know exactly where the seeds come from and where they end up. 

‘The seeds are dried indoors at a temperature below 40 degrees Celsius, after which they are stored in paper bags. The paper bags contain all the information collected about the seeds.

We do not clean the seeds because cleaning is very time-consuming. Additionally, we have noticed that uncleaned seeds, which contain plenty of other plant material such as pods and stems, are easier to sow than pure seeds.

Sowing is carried out both in spring and autumn, but we have noticed that autumn sowings are generally a better option. Sometimes the sowings can be delayed until even December while waiting for the new infrastructures to be completed.

Liisanpuisto’s meadow in Kaleva, Tampere

Liisanpuisto’s meadow in Kaleva, Tampere, is an example of how the decisions regarding the selection of plant species can be made. The planning of new sites often begins with getting to know the area's plant species and the place the new meadow is about to be sown. The special characteristics of the flora and, for example, the endangerment of species, are taken carefully into account. 

In Kaleva, Tampere, there is a representative group of plant species that thrive in sunny, sandy and dry areas, such as eskers and dry meadows. The esker environment Kalevanharju located in Kaleva is full of both dry meadow species and some esker species. These include, for example, Solomon's seal (Polygonatum odoratum), the orpine (Hylotelephium telephium), the sticky catchfly (Viscaria vulgaris), the yellow stonecrop (Sedum acre), and the hare’s foot clover (Trifolium arvense). Additionally, the number of plant species of the Kaleva area has uniquely been enhanced by plants that migrated to Tampere along with the railway and wartime Soviet Union barrack inhabitation. This group includes the common mullein (Verbascum thapsus), the viper's bugloss (Echium vulgare), and the greater knapweed (Centaurea scabiosa). These are some of the species used in the dry meadow.

It was decided to collect a group of plants representing the meadow-like environments of the Kaleva area for Liisanpuisto, from which seeds could be sustainably gathered in sufficient quantities to establish a new meadow. 

The seeds of the plants that produce only a small amount of seed were collected in very small quantities, and the seeds were grown into seedlings. By growing seedlings, the pressure of seed gathering seed from natural populations is decreased, which is often beneficial when operating with rare and endangered species.

Because the place of the meadow is very visible and the pressure to see lots of coverage and early blooming is great, the substrate used contained more mulch than is usually used for very dry meadows. Using only sand or sand and gravel mix, the blooming can take years and still be considered quite plain. On the other hand, using mulch usually encourages unwanted plants to grow stronger and faster in the area, which entails more working hours used in weeding.

The seeds were collected in the summer of 2024, and during the fall, they were sown and planted in the area with people who live nearby and wanted to participate. Sowing will continue for another year to ensure the meadows' growth. We expect flowering from the plants planted as seedlings as early as next summer. A more impressive bloom will be seen in the summer of 2026.

Compensation areas for the Anacampsis fuscella

In some projects, the Wild Zone has taken a specific species or group of species as the starting point for planning. The critically endangered moth Anacampsis fuscella became part of the city plan and the construction of a new school and its green space in Nekala. The anacampsis fuscella lives in very dry and sunny habitats, such as the open slopes of ridges. However, these environments have significantly decreased due to the overgrowth of the trees. 

The species' occurrences are often found in human-created environments today, such as road verges, gravel pits, airfields, and shooting ranges. Often, rare plant and insect species benefit from open habitats created and maintained by humans.

The only food plant for the Anacampsis fuscella caterpillar, the forest clover (Trifolium medium), is not a rare plant, but it must grow in exactly the right place to be suitable for the Anacampsis fuscella. The larva of the Anacampsis fuscella makes a cocoon out of leaves, inside which it develops into a fully grown moth. In the Nekala district of Tampere, it has found sunny patches of the forest clover. 

The Pirkanmaa ELY Centre intervened during the area's planning process to prevent the destruction of habitats for the Anacampsis fuscella and demanded the establishment of compensation areas. The Wild Zone NGO was known for using seeds, and was chosen to collect the seeds and grow the plants for the project.

The first compensation area was established in 2018 by relocating forest clovers. The same year, a meadow was established. In the sowings, forest clover and esker plant seeds were used. The sowing was carried out together with students from a nearby school. 

The network of suitable sites for the Anacampsis fuscella has gradually expanded in Nekala. In 2023 and 2024, dozens of Anacampsis fuscella caterpillars were found at the first established compensation area. It is expected that the species will inhabit the rest of the areas as well. In the fall of 2024, the areas could be continued with the planting of forest clover in the newly prepared sites.

Establishing the Anacampsis fuscella compensation areas has shown that the protection of rare species is sometimes most wisely done near human activity. In this case, the Anacampsis fuscella is present in the city plan, which makes its future safe from disruptions. 


