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Contacts:
www.life-herpetolatvia.biology.lv
e-mail: latgales.zoo@gmail.com,
mihails.pupins@gmail.com
Tel. 437129621191
Project manager, Emys expert Dr.biol. Mihails Pupins

Introduction

Nature conservation is important challenge for
modern society, with one of the main issues being the
fight with the diminishing biodiversity of European
fauna. Amphibians and reptiles are important part of
European ecosystems and their conservation has
received significant attention from conservation
authorities and scientists in recent years.

Project LIFE-HerpetolLatvia targeted three rarest
amphibian and reptile species in Latvia. These are
species also protected EU Species and Habitat
Directive , two are Annex Il species: the European
Pond Turtle — Emys orbicularis, and the Fire-bellied
Toad — Bombina bombina; and one Annex IV species —
the Smooth Snake — Coronella austriaca. For all three
species, overall situation in Boreal Biogeographic
Region of Europe was evaluated as bad by European
Topic Centre on Biological Diversity, also with bad
future prospects for Emys orbicularis, Bombina
bombina, and inadequate future prospects for
Coronella austriaca. All three are included in the List
of the Specially Protected Species of Latvia and in the
List of the Specially Protected Species for whom
Microreserves should be established, which means
strongest possible legal protection status for a species
here.
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Limits and borders

The conservation of these species is particularly
challenging in Latvia, because all three are on the
northern border of its European range here, which
adds some additional difficulties due to more severe
ecological restrictions on their populations. Not all of
the territory of Latvia is suitable for these species,
their population is sparse, and conservation is more
difficult than further south, in the central parts of
their range. Climate pressure on the species range
limits makes them narrow their ecological niche to
the optimal habitats whose availability is limited.

Thus, Pond Turtle have only about fifteen locations
with verified records since 1960-ties, but Smooth
Snake so far is known only from several very small,
isolated populations all located in the coastal area.
Situation with Fire-Bellied Toad is slightly better, since
new populations with several hundred adult
individuals were discovered in south-eastern Latvia in
mid 2000ties, however, substational part of this
population was found to be unprotected.

Therefore, conservation efforts were focused on core
areas for these species - Nature park ‘Silene” for Pond
Turtle and Demene for Fire-bellied Toad in south-
eastern Latvia, and Kemeri National Park in central
part of the country for the Smooth Snake.

Protection was not sufficient

All the project species have good legal protection
status, but with one shortcoming - by far the main
Fire-bellied Toad population was unprotected. Such a
situation developed because by far largest population
Demene was discovered only in 2006 outside any kind
of protected areas, but previously established natural
reserves protected only two small presently
peripheral populations known before 2006. Hence
previous situation with very rare but protected
species suddenly shifted to the situation where very
rare species do not have enough protected areas.

Not enough habitats

This is a common problem for many rare species,
especially in human populated areas, where a number
of anthropogenic effects (habitat alteration, roads,
and households) enhance natural adverse effects of
habitat successions. In such situation, it is important
to help rare species with establishing of new habitats,
enhance of animal dispersion by ecological corridors.
Thus habitat diminishing coupled with dispersion
barriers such as urbanised places, has dissected the
previous range of Smooth Snake into several isolated
populations.  Common  practice for  species
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conservation programmes is a habitat management
and creation of suitable (optimal or sub-optimal)
habitats. Fire-Bellied Toad was only project target
species in Latvia, for which habitat management
measures have been carried out (Project LIFE-
Bombina). They were carried out in Nature Reserves
(llgas, Islice) whose populations now is considered to
be small and peripheral, and cannot ensure the long-
time persistence of the Demene biggest population of
species.

Slow to grow

All three species have slow reproduction rate. Pond
Turtle have perhaps slowest natural reproduction
speed among them, with 5-12 eggs each year and
sexual maturity of animals only by the age of 8-10
years. In addition, climate constrain acts very strong
for reproduction of this species - it is estimated that
not every year has summer warm enough for egg
incubation in the north of their range. Smooth Snake is
ovo-viviparous species with two year reproductive
cycle, and only 5-9 young are born every other year.
This is cannibalistic species, and therefore has low
natural population density. Main problem with this
species is low dispersion ability, which hinders the
population establishment in new habitats. Fire-bellied
Toad also has relatively low fertility for amphibian with
about only 100-200 eggs yearly. However, the previous
experience in the Latgales Zoo showed acceleration of
growth and earlier maturity of Pond Turtle and Fire-
bellied Toad in captivity, hence making it possible to
speed-up population growth or establish new
populations by breeding and releasing in wild.

Helping to survive

Project LIFE-HerpetolLatvia was launched in 2010 with
the aim to facilitate the enlargement of Pond Turtle,
Fire-Bellied Toad, and Smooth Snake population and
to ensure their long-time persistence in Latvia by
combining in-situ, ex-situ methods, and legal
protection improvement. Coordinating Beneficiary
was the Latgale Zoo, structural unit of Daugavpils city
council; associated beneficiaries were Nature
Conservation Agency, Latgale Ecological Society, and
co-financiers were LIFE programme of European
Commission and Latvian Environmental Protection
Fund. The Project was finished in 2014, its total
budget was 772 400 Euro.

Planning a Species Protection

Two Project species — Pond Turtle and Fire-bellied
Toad already have Species Protection Plans, which
serves as species conservation guidance in Latvia.
Here, threats and pressures are highlighted, and
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necessary conservation measures are described.
Species Protection Plan for third species — Smooth
Snake, was written during the Project, submitted to
national conservation authorities, and finely signed by
the Minister of Environmental Protection and
Regional Development of Latvia, Romans Naudins.

Establishing new Natura 2000

Project research part identified two largest sub-
populations in southern part of Daugavpils District,
where proposals for establishment of two
microreserves — Natura 2000 territories Katriniski and
Strauti were prepared.

Apzimgjumi

Proposals went through acceptance procedure in
Nature Conservation Agency and their establishment
was finally signed by the Minister of Environmental
Protection and Regional Development of Latvia,
Romans Naudins in 2014.

New habitats

Preliminary research was conducted in 2011 in all
three Project areas to find out key places where new
habitats should be created.
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We found that, despite large amount of small ponds
in Demene novads, a lot of them were subject to
drainage and inhabited by fish, including the invasive
species Perccottus glenii. A large number of ponds,
which could be available for Fire-bellied Toad
habitation, have been overgrown, shaded and do not
comply with thermal biological and ecological needs
of the species. For Pond Turtle, research showed that
despite the availability of many various water
reservoirs in Silene Nature Park, many of them were
drained during the Soviet epoch.

Habitats were restored in winter early spring of 2012
and 2013 vyears, before beginning of the vegetation
growth, to lessen adverse effect of habitat
disturbance.

The restored ponds for Fire-bellied Toad presently are
open, shallow, with mosaic vegetation and clay
bottom. Their average depth is 0.5 m, with shallow
coastal zone.

In total for Fire-bellied Toad 27 ponds were created or
restored in Demene: 14 in Katriniski and 13 in Strauti.
For the Pond Turtle 17 ponds were created or
restored in Silene Nature Park in four key sites near
Belarusian border. The ponds aren’t deep, they have
wide littoral shelf zone, many sun-basking places, and
wide open south slope eggs-laying territories with
sand ground nearby. Some ponds are shallower - they
are planned for juvenile Pond Turtles.

For the Smooth Snake, their habitat - young forest
stand thinning was done to increase ground store
exposure to the sun light. Tree store cover decreased
from 60-80% to 10-30%. It created habitat with
elevated ground-level temperatures, which is crucial
for this ectothermic species. A total of 78 ha of Fire-
bellied Toad, Pond Turtle, and Smooth Snake habitats
improved, created 44 new or improved waterbodies.
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Breeding centre

New facilities — Rare Reptile and Amphibian Breeding
Centre, managed by Latgale Ecological Society and
Latgale Zoo, were launched near Daugavpils City. Walls
and basement of the old building have been restored
and roof was completely rebuilt. The Rare Reptile and
Amphibian Breeding Centre was equipped for target
species rearing in aquaculture, basins with
recirculation system were created, outdoor basins
with removable fence for Pond Turtle juveniles placed
around the perimeter of laboratory external wall,
these basins were covered with a glass-house.

Releasing in wild
Two species — Pond Turtle and Fire-bellied Toad were
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bred in captivity to help establish new populations in
wild. New breeding facilities allowed significantly
improved previous breeding efforts carried out in
Latgale Zoo and Ecological Society.

More than 4 000 (133 % from initially planned) Fire-
Bellied Toad juveniles were raised in aquaculture and
released for population enforcement in 2013 — 2014.

42 (210 % instead from planned 20) adults and semi-
adults Pond Turtles were raised in captivity for 4 — 7
years and were released in wild in restored ponds in
July 2014 in Silene Nature Park.

First success

Monitoring of efficiency of habitat improvement
measures was carried out in the last year of the
Project. Usually, it is not expected that new habits are
already fully used same season because some time is
necessary for vegetation renewal and population
establishing there. However, we found that new
waterbodies were populated by Fire-Bellied Toad
already in 2013 and 2014.

Life-Herpetolatvia Project: Latvia, 2010 — 2014. www.life-herpetolatvia.biology.lv




There were expected benefits from Pond Turtle pond
improvement. We observed Fire-Bellied Toad in some
newly dug ponds in improved Pond Turtle water bodies
in Silene Nature Park as well. They come from small
population in nature reserve llgas, and hence Pond
Turtle habitat improvement had important additional
value for creating corridors for Fire-Bellied Toad inter-
population dispersal between Latvian and Belarus
populations.

Best way to find a Smooth Snake is to place artificial
refugee — dark tin plate, and latter check the presence
of snakes underneath. We did find a snake in a new
site created during the Project, and located some 700
m away from previous records. This is a site of
particular importance, because it is located in a mid-
way between two previously isolated snake
populations.

Project in public

We have participated in dozens of events, TV and radio
interviews, where we explained the importance of
amphibian and reptile conservation in Latvia. Thus, in
2011 the Project was presented to at that time
President of Latvia Mr. Valdis Zatlers, in TV show
Latvia’s Pride awarding ceremony.

The Project is being presented for visitors of Latgale
Zoo by staff in lectures, discussions, by presentation of
brochures, written information, and notice boards with
total audience of more than 32 000 visitors every year.

We have participated in public events like ‘Nature
Concert Hall’” with Fire-bellied Toad, but Smooth Snake
and Pond Turtle have been selected as the Animal of
the Year by Nature Museum of Latvia.

Three free multi-language brochures (Latvian, English,
Russian), one for each Project species, have been
published and presented to national libraries,
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conservation authorities, landowners, and seminar
participants.

Project staffs visited 27 meetings in 11 countries
(Latvia, Russia, Poland, Belarus, Italy, Germany,
Luxembourg, Belgium, Czech Republic, Ukraine,
Portugal) with 75 presentations and posters, 24 articles
were published.

Two international meetings were organized by Project
LIFE-Herpetolatvia in Daugavpils, where conservation
issues were discussed among leading Pond Turtle, Fire-
bellied Toad, Smooth Snake experts of Belarus, Belgium,
Denmark, France, Germany, ltaly, Latvia, Poland, Russia,
Spain, and Ukraine.

What are long-lasting achievements?

There are some important long-lasting things that have
been done during the Project. First we have
significantly improved legal protection of Fire-bellied
Toad, who now has Natura 2000 sites for key
population in Latvia. Now we also have officially
approved Species Protection Plan for the Smooth
Snake, which is a basis for further species conservation
actions.

Second is establishment of Rare Reptile and Amphibian
Breeding Centre facilities. These facilities can be used
for breeding of other endangered species, not only
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reptiles and amphibians, but also invertebrates and
mammals. And third is the establishment of new
populations, which hopefully will increase and expand
their range.

We have also established a group of experts to
exchange their experience, and address ever emerging
new reptile and amphibian conservation issues.

Future prospects

Now with completing of the Project LIFE-HerpetolLatvia
we have made significant progress to ensure long-time
persistence of Pond Turtle, Fire-bellied Toad, and
Smooth Snake on the northern border of the range, in
Latvia. However, we are still far away from reaching
the final goal — good or adequate conservation status
for these species. We need to expand our efforts to
areas outside the Project territory, need to continue
create new habitats and populations, tackle issues
connected to adverse impact of alien predator, fish,
parasite species, and continue to raise public
awareness to nature conservation problems.

Contacts
www.life-herpetolatvia.biology.lv
e-mail: latgales.zoo@gmail.com,
mihails.pupins@gmail.com
Tel. +371 29621191

Bombina Expert Dr. Aija Pupina,

Coronella Expert Dr. Andris Ceirans, Natura 2000. 'Natura 2000 — Eiropas daba -
Emys expert, Project manager Dr. Mihails Pupins Tev. Projekta vietas ir dala no Eiropas Natura
2000 tikla. Tas tika izveidots, lai saglabatu

Natura 2000. 'Natura 2000 - Europe's nature for you. Eiropas apdraudétakas sugas un biotopus. Visas
The sites of Project are part of the European Natura 28 ES dalibvalstis sadarbojas Natura 2000 tikla
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All 28 countries of the EU are working together through labumam’.
the Natura 2000 network to safeguard Europe's rich and
diverse natural heritage for the benefit of all'.
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International Scientific Conference — Workshop “Research and conservation of European
herpetofauna and its environment: Bombina bombina, Emys orbicularis, and Coronella austriaca”

The International Scientific Conferences — Workshops “Research and conservation of European herpetofauna
and its environment: Bombina bombina, Emys orbicularis, and Coronella austriaca” were supported by LIFE
Project LIFE-HerpetoLatvia LIFEO9NAT/LV/000239 "Conservation of rare reptiles and amphibians in Latvia.

The Conference is annual and will hold in Daugavpils University, Latvia.

o
Contacts: e-mail: latgales.zoo@gmail.com, mihails.pupins@gmail.com. Tel. +371 29621191 @

M ecology.lv

The main topics of the conference covered different aspects of research, management of populations, and
conservation in-situ and ex-situ of three species of herpetofauna: Bombina bombina, Emys orbicularis, and
Coronella austriaca:
e  Practical results of LIFE, European, national, local and other projects connected with conservation or research on
target species;
e Genetic analyses and its role in management of populations;
e Management practices for sustainability of populations;
e Zooculture and aquaculture of main species ex-situ and in-situ, technologies of keeping, domestication’s problems,
modernization;
e General biology and ecology of target species;
e Other species connected with main species (plants forming biotope; animals’ species as a food, predators, sympatric
species, competitors etc.)
Connections between human impact, water and terrestrial ecosystems and target species;
Experimental and theoretical approaches to surveys and data processing;
Distribution, new findings, natural area, climate and habitats;
Health conditions, diseases and veterinary;
Re-introduction programs, population enforcements by releasing in wild and their results or problems.
Diets and feeding of these species;
Aquatic and terrestrial invasive species as threats;
Role of education and public awareness in conservation programs

Practical part of the conference will be in a form of lectures and seminars, and work visits to sites and territories of target
species (near to borders with Belarus and Lithuania), Zoos, breeding centres, laboratory of aquacultures
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