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Introduction
· The Saimaa ringed seal (Pusa hispida saimensis) is one of the world's most endangered seals and it only lives in Lake Saimaa, Finland. Its conservation status is Endangered (EN), and the latest population estimate is approximately 480 individuals (Metsähallitus 2023) 
· The seal is under the protection of the EU Habitats Directive and Nature Conservation Act in Finland.  
· Threatening factors include fishing by-catch mortality, climate change, reduction of genetic diversity, human-induced disturbance and the effect of chance.
· All field work with Saimaa ringed seals needs a permit because the work entailed deviates from the conservation regulations. The permit is issued by the local Centre for Economic Development, Transport and the Environment (the ELY Centre).
Securing population growth
· Reducing the mortality of young individuals and safeguarding genetic diversity are measures to secure population growth. 
· The work of the Finnish Association for Nature Conservation (FANC) is focused mostly on conserving the Saimaa ringed seal and the work has started in the 1980s and 1990s. 
· Active and planned Saimaa ringed seal work began in 2008 when FANC employed a designated Saimaa ringed seal employee.
Securing the nesting
· Man-made snowdrifts 
· Ringed seals depend on ice and snow for breeding. In mild winters, pup mortality is high (~ 30%) 
· Annually around 200 volunteers pile snowdrifts under the guidance of Metsähallitus 
· Snowdrifts are plowed every winter, so they stay intact longer than natural snowbanks 
· Protect seals and their pups longer into spring. On average, 66% of man-made snowdrifts are used by seals. 
· Testing artificial lairs by the University of Eastern Finland 
· In the case of winters when there is no snow or ice at all.  
· UEF is responsible for the research and development of the nests. 
· Lair censuses 
· In the spring, all lairs are counted and the material is delivered to Metsähallitus, which is responsible for coordinating and monitoring the seal population.
Photo-ID-photography
· Photo ID is done at the end of spring by boat, equipped with binoculars, cameras and telephoto lenses. Workers are looking for seals drying their fur and molting on the rocks.  
· Every seal has individual ring patterns on the sides of the fur.  
· Pictures are sent to the ringed seal research group at UEF where the seals are indentified and new undetected individuals get their own code Phs + number. Phs refers to the scientific name of the Saimaa ringed seal Pusa hispida saimensis.  
· Some seals have names. With photo ID, the population is also monitored and information about the seals' behavior is obtained.
Promoting seal-safe fishing
· FANC has organized over 99 workshops for building seal-safe fish traps in the last four years. 
· Target groups have been school groups, the general public, volunteers, members of the water district owners' associations and members of the Finnish Parliament.  
· Participants can purchase the fish trap for themselves or donate it to FANC, which are handed out to the Saimaa area recreational fishers free of charge. In exchange for a free fish trap, the fisher signs a contract, promising to refrain from fishing with nets on Lake Saimaa henceforth.  
· FANC seeks to find out the opinions of Lake Saimaa's commercial fishermen, the entire fish supply chain and consumers about seal-safe fishing. The goal is to get information about the demand and supply of fish caught with seal-safe methods and the possibility of establishing a "seal-safe fish" label in the future.
Environmental education and public events
· You can learn about developing environmental education material and local volunteer networks by listening to the interview of Saimaa ringed seal expert Kaarina Tiainen. 
· Communications and media coverage 
· Communication through multiple channels, regionally and nationally, is carried out regularly. The FANC has issued press releases, online news articles, letters to the editor and newsletters. Additionally, social media is used to contact people and increase the visibility of the organization.
Political influence work (Text by Kaarina Tiainen)
· FANC has representatives both in the "Saimaa Ringed Seal and Fishing working group" of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MMM) and in the "Saimaa ringed seal Conservation working group" of the Ministry of the Environment (YM). 
· MMM's working group prepares the fishing restriction decree to protect the Saimaa ringed seal, but it is on hold for the time being, due to the current decree. 
· YM's working group monitors the conservation situation of the seal and updates the conservation strategy every five years.  
· FANC has made efforts to develop the work of both groups. They have been part of the background research and continue to participate in the development of the working methods.  
 Future challenges
The threats caused by climate change to the nesting of the seals may increase even more in the future. The winter of 2024 showed poor nesting conditions and a smaller number of surviving pups, so effective and extensive conservation work is still needed.
The strengths of FANC in the conservation work
· The largest and most influential environmental organization in Finland.  
· Strong cooperation with researchers and authorities such as Metsähallitus and University of Eastern Finland.  
· Operating nationally, regionally and locally at the grassroots level with multi-channel work and versatile stakeholders.
Funding 
· Projects with and without funding 
· Corporate partners 
· Private individuals 
· Donations


