
14th Eurasian Grassland ConfErEnCE

Semi-natural grasslands  
across borders
Post-conference excursion
9–11 July 2017, Western lithuania

Vilnius, 2017



Prepared by Valerijus Rašomavičius, Lina Dikšaitė,  
Jūratė Sendžikaitė, Dalytė Matulevičiūtė, Domas Uogintas, 
Lukas Petrulaitis, Danas Augutis

Cover photo – Lina Dikšaitė, Ramūnas Lydys

Technical support by Violeta Ptašekienė, Gintautas Vaitonis

isBn 978-9986-443-90-2

2017-06-26. 60×90/16. Tiražas 50 egz.
Išleido Gamtos tyrimų centras, Akademijos g. 2, 08412 Vilnius
Spausdino UAB „Baltijos kopija“, Kareivių g. 13B, 09109 Vilnius



3

Curonian Spit
Introduction

The Curonian Spit has no analogues among other objects of the Baltic 
Region and Northern Europe because of its unique orographic parameters, 
geomorphological characteristics and geological composition as well as cli-
matic peculiarity of the territory, mosaic of landscapes and concentration of 
numerous species of fauna and flora on its fairly small grounds.

The Curonian Spit is a 98 km long peninsula, extending in a long narrow 
strip from north to south. It separates the Curonian Lagoon from the Baltic 
Sea. Klaipėda strait is the northern boundary. Meanwhile, the southern part 
borders with the continent, the territory of Zelenogradsk city, Kaliningrad 
Oblast, Russia.

The widest place of the Spit (3.8 km) is the cape of Bulvikis Horn (Bulvikio 
Ragas), just four km northeast of Nida. Meanwhile, the narrowest place of 
370 metres can be found in Lesnoy (Lithuanian: Šarkuva) settlement.

In Lithuanian part of the peninsula, five settlements are situated: Nida, 
Preila, Pervalka, Juodkrantė, Smiltynė, with approximately 4000 inhabitants. 
Curonian Spit National Park is visited by more than one million visitors every 
year. This is one of the most popular tourism destinations in Lithuania. That is 
why the biggest part of local inhabitants are working in tourism business. 

Curonian Spit National Park was established in 1991. In 1961, the Cu-
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ronian Spit Landscape Reserve was founded, and in 1976, the peninsula 
was declared as National Forest Park. The Curonian Spit was included into 
the World Heritage List in 2000, as an outstanding example of landscape of 
sand dunes that is under constant threat of natural forces (wind and tide). 
After disastrous human interventions that menaced its survival, the Spit was 
reclaimed by massive protection and stabilization works in the 19th century 
and which are still continued to the present day (criterion v).

On the territory of the Republic of Lithuania, the biggest part of the Curo-
nian Spit has been appointed as Natura 2000 territory. Coastal waters of the 
Baltic Sea are part of the HELCOM system of protected territories.

Geology and geomorphology

Development of the present Curonian Spit started to the north of the Sambia 
(Lithuanian: Semba) Peninsula. Moving dunes covered the morainic ground 
and the swamp. Sand started to accumulate at Šarkuva and Rasytė islands, 
which were a natural barrier. Soon they joined the continent. Further growth 
of the spit went to the North and to the South. This process developed rather 
quickly and 4.500 or 4000 years ago the Curonian Spit reached the place, 
where Juodkrantė is presently located. Sand excess and prevailing west winds 
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formed the cross relief of the Curonian Spit. Sand hillocks at the seacoast were 
growing and the wind turned them into dunes, which were moving across the 
peninsula, making it wider. At the same time the peninsula moved eastward. 

Nowadays, the Curonian Spit is the largest accumulative terrain formation 
in the Baltic region, formed by water and wind, with some of the highest sand-
dunes in Europe. Over the centuries still moving sand-dunes and human activity 
trying to stop the dunes shaped especially vivid and attractive landscape com-
plexes and objects, which creates the identity of the Curonian Spit: the Great 
Dune Ridge and its fragments (extend about 72 km, width from 250 m to 1.2 
km, height 35–60 m), seaside horns and bays, the sea coast (beach and protec-
tive dune complex of the beach), the remaining virgin forests and newly planted 
mountain pines in the dunes.

Currently, natural processes of landscape formation in the Curonian Spit 
have still been going on, but are influenced by human activities. The relatively 
“young” age of the Curonian Spit determines its originality and high scientific 
value due to incomplete and still continuing process of formation.



6

Climate

The climate of the Curonian Spit is a transitional one between marine and 
continental. Its specific feature is frequent and powerful changes in weather. 
One of the characteristic features of the climate is relatively mild winters and 
moderately warm summers: the annual temperature averages 7.0°C, the ab-
solute minimum being -26°C (January) and the absolute maximum amount-
ing to 31°C (June). The average precipitation is 660 mm, most of which falls 
in October and February. The formation of the snow blanket is highly varied: 
sometimes the snow blanket is non-existent, while at other times it reaches 
30–60 cm.

The Curonian Spit has up to 40 stormy days per year on average when 
the wind force exceeds 15 m/s, leaving negative effects on the shores, forests 
and settlements. The Curonian Spit was devastated by an extremely strong 
storm of 1993, the hurricane Anatol in 1999 and the hurricane Erwin in 
2005. Strong storms have become more frequent due to a more intensive 
cyclone action as a result of climate change, and periods of calm weather 
have grown shorter.  
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Landscape history

The history of Curonian Spit is dramatic: 5.000 years ago a narrow penin-
sular, the Great Dune Ridge, separating the Baltic Sea from the Curonian La-
goon, was formed on moraine islands from the sand transported by currents 
and later covered by forest. Deforestation, intensive animal grazing, resin 
mining, tapping and bushfires were going on since the 16th century. Defor-
estation was lasting for almost 200 years. The percentage of the forest cov-
ered area in the Curonian Spit decreased from 75% (1605) to 10% (1834). 
The dunes began moving towards the Curonian Lagoon burying the oldest 
settlements, so that at the turn of the 18th to the 19th century it became evi-
dent that human habitation was no longer possible here if no deliberate ac-
tion was taken. At that time the dune stabilization works began, which have 
been continued for 200 years till today. By the end of the 19th century, a 
protective dune ridge was formed along the seashore, which prevented sand 
migration inland and the Great Dune Ridge was reinforced using brushwood 
hedge and by planting trees – mostly mountain pine (Pinus mugo). The first 
samplings of this pine were transported from Denmark, later – grown in the 
spit. 

Formation of the coastal foredune ridge (beginning of the 20th century)
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Currently, forests and sands dominate in the Curonian Spit. Forests make 
up 74% of the total territory; urbanised areas (eight small settlements) cover 
just about 3%.

Culture

The human history of the Curonian Spit is closely related to the fishing 
and fishermen. Poor soil restricted the ability of local people engaged in 
livestock and crop production, that is why the fishing and all attributes of 
that formed tangible and intangible culture of the Curonian Spit and till now 
can be observed in all settlements. The 19th–20th century was the period 
of a fishing villages’ transition into a resort. At first, the changes came to 
Juodkrantė, later – to Nida. This period brought trendy fashion, entertain-
ment, and above all a new architectural style and resort infrastructure in the 
Curonian Spit. The Curonian Spit as a unique place was discovered by prof. 
Adalbert Bezzenberger, neurologist Sigmund Freud, geographer Alexander 
Von Humboldt, writer Thomas Mann, novelist Jean-Paul Sartre, painters Lo-
vis Corinth, Max Pechstein and many others.

Ethnic composition of the inhabitants of the Curonian Spit varied from the 
old times. The records of the 14th–16th centuries mention the Curonians and 
Germans residing there. Lithuanians (so called Lietuvininkai) were also men-
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tioned along with them in the 16th–20th centuries. In the 19th –20th centuries, 
a kind of trilingual culture appeared in the Curonian Spit: German was used 
for daily communication at state authorities, Curonian – while fishing, Lithua-
nian – in church services. The Second World War essentially changed ethnic 
composition of the Curonian Spit residents. Majority did not return back after 
the autumn evacuation in 1944, a significant amount of population moved 
to Germany in 1958, and their place was filled by newcomers from the other 
regions of Lithuania or even from the Soviet Union.

The Kurenkahn (Kurėnas) – a traditional flat-bottomed boat
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Biodiversity 

A distinguishing feature of the Curonian Spit is an extraordinary diversity 
of nature and communities contrasts that exist side by side: the beaches, 
marshes, brackish and freshwater bodies, meadows, pine forests, deciduous 
forests (alder, birch) and sand dunes. This creates a specific diversity of ani-
mals and plants in a relatively small and limited area.

In the Curonian Spit, eight habitats of European importance are identi-
fied: 2110 Embryonic shifting dunes, 2120 Shifting dunes along the shore-
line with Ammophila arenaria („white dunes“), 2130 * Fixed coastal dunes 
with herbaceous vegetation („grey dunes“), 2140 * Decalcified fixed dunes 
with Empetrum nigrum, 2170 Dunes with Salix repens ssp. argentea (Sali-
cion arenariae), 2180 Wooded dunes of the Atlantic, Continental and Bo-
real region, 2190 Humid dune slacks, 2320 Dry sand heaths with Calluna 
and Empetrum nigrum. Curonian Spit is the area of European importance 
for breeding White-tailed sea-eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla), Woodlarks (Lullula 
arborea), Tawny pipit (Anthus campestris). Curonian Lagoon and the Baltic 
Sea waters at the coast of the Curonian Spit are important place for migratory 
Little gulls (Larus minutus) and Common terns (Sterna hirundo), wintering 
Velvet scoters (Melanitta fusca) and razorbills (Alca torda).

Gravestone monuments – krikštai – at Nida ethnographic cemetery
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Salsola kali
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Excursion sites
Great cormorant colony

The Grey heron and Great cormorant colony by Juodkrantė is one of the 
biggest colonies of grey herons and grand cormorants in Lithuania. People 
have been observing this colony since the end of the 19th century. Currently, 
there are more than 2900 grand cormorant nests and about 270 grey heron 
nests.  The first cormorants in the Curonian Spit appear in early February and 
soon after grey herons follow them as well.  The colony revives in late March. 
The birds share out and put in order their old nests, build new ones. Soon pairs 
start sitting. In May, every nest has from three to five young birds. In autumn, 
everything calms down and the colony stays silent till the next season.
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Due to a rapid growth of the population and degradation of old forest since 
2007 the growth of colony has been regulated. The regulation measures are 
implemented in the spring time during hatching period through cooling off 
the eggs.
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Nagliai 

The Nagliai Strict Nature Reserve covers an area of 1669 ha, where coast-
al grassland from Ammophiletea and Koelerio-Corynephoretea of white and 
grey dunes dominate.

See detailed vegetation characteristic in the material presented below 
(Stankevičiūtė, 2006). 

This Reserve is a sanctuary for a number of species, which are included 
in the Red List: plants – Baltic toadflax (Linaria loeselii) – endemic species 
of the southeastern coast of the Baltic Sea, species of the Habitats Direc-
tive (Annex 2), – Seaside centaury (Centaurium litorale), sea-holly (Eryngium 
maritimum), Lesser twayblade (Listera cordata), Shining crane’s-bill (Gera-
nium lucidum); fungus – Pycnoporus cinnabarinus and Peziza ammophila; 
insects – Striped earwig (Labidura riparia), Pine chafer (Polyphylla fullo) and 
Coastal tiger-beetle (Cicindela maritima); birds – Tawny pipit (Anthus camp-
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estris), Ringed plover (Charadrius hiaticula) and Common shelduck (Tadorna 
tadorna). The White-tailed sea-eagle (Haliaėtus albicilla) is frequent visitor 
there, too.

Any human activity, including recreation, is prohibited in the Reserve. 
Nature is preserved for scientific purposes to study natural processes in dune 
ecosystems.
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Linaria loeselii

References

Gudelis V., 1998: Lietuvos įjūris ir pajūris.– Vilnius.

Bučas J., 2001: Kuršių nerijos nacionalinis parkas. – Vilnius.

Strakauskaitė N., 2001: Kuršių nerija – Europos pašto kelias. – Klaipėda.

Strakauslaitė N. , 2010: Kultūros kraštovaizdis prie Kuršių marių. – Klaipėda.

Stankevičiūtė J., 2006: The succession of sand vegetation at the Lithuanian seacost. – Botanica Lituanica, 

12(3): 139–156.

Tragopogon heterospermus
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NEMUNAS LOWER REACHES
Introduction

The Nemunas Delta is the region 48 km to the East above the Nemunas 
mouth, where the river branches off to Rusnė and Gilija and wide floodplain 
turns gradually into flat lowland in the West. A unique landscape of the delta 
includes many of distributaries (Atmata, Pakalnė, Skatulė, Skirvytė, Vytinė, 
Vorusnė) of the Nemunas River, Krokų Lanka Lake, Rusnė Island, Curonian 
Lagoon avandelta, mire complexes, waste areas of polders with fertile flood-
ed meadows, etc.

During the last 6 000 years, the Nemunas Delta has been slowly formed 
of the silt (sand and sludge) brought by the Nemunas, Minija and other rivers. 
Due to the constant accumulation of alluvial silt, the delta had slowly risen up 
by expanding towards the Curonian Lagoon. Over time the silt filled-up some 
river branches, forming small lakes, also known as oxbow lakes. The only la-
goon lake in Lithuania – Krokų Lanka was also formed in a similar manner.

The Nemunas Delta is one of the few places in Europe where rather severe 
flooding takes place each year. As snow begins to melt at the end of winter, water 
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levels rise and large areas up to 400 km2 get flooded. Most often flooding starts at 
the end of March, and continues for 2–3 weeks and sometimes even longer.

This region is famous worldwide for its unique and rich nature. In 1993, 
the Nemunas Delta was included in the list of wetlands of international im-
portance and is protected under Ramsar Convention. Since 1998, it has been 
a Baltic Sea Protected Area designated by Helsinki Commission (HELCOM), 
and since 2004 – a part of the network of protected areas of European im-
portance (Natura 2000).

Geographical location

According to V. Gudelis (1987), the starting area point for the continen-
tal Nemunas Delta is the place, where the mouth divides into two main 
branches: the right one – Rusnė and the left one – Gilija. The Gilija flows 
through the Kaliningrad region (Russia) to the Curonian Lagoon. The second 
branch of the Rusnė River, after its embranchment, turns to the north–west 
and is named the Atmata. The Atmata River flows around Rusnė Island and 
near Uostadvaris it joins the Minija River and 3 km further downstream it 
flows into the Curonian Lagoon. The Atmata since the 19th century has been 
maintained for shipping purposes, the banks have been reinforced and its 
mouth regularly dredged (Pupienis et al., 2012).
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Geology and geomorphology

The Nemunas Delta has been deposited during different stages of the Bal-
tic Sea: the Baltic Ice Lake, Ancylus Lake, Litorina and Post-Litorina Sea (Bi-
tinas et al., 2002). The Nemunas River has formed a complex and distinctive 
geomorphological body at its mouth. In the same bay a smaller delta, of the 
Minija River, has developed. At present, these two deltas have practically 
merged into a common delta named the Nemunas Delta. The flat surface of 
the plain, from 1.5 m above sea level at its oldest part (at Rusnė), consistently 
drops westwards and at the shore of the Curonian Lagoon rises only some 
dozens of centimetres above water level.

Formation of the delta has been and still is of cyclic character: firstly, 
on the bottom of the basin, sub-aqueous deposition formed a fore-delta. 
This delta, with further deposition, formed a shallow shoal – the delta front, 
which emerged above water level and formed the subaerial delta separating 

Location of the Nemunas River Delta and its boundary after V. Gudelis (1987).
(From Pupienis et al., 2012).
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isolated water bodies – lagoons from the basin. This cycle was subsequently 
repeated: river channels branched off, flowed across the emergent part of the 
delta and again formed fore-deltas, and so on. At the mouths of the rivers and 
rivulets the depositional forms – river-mouth islands – appeared and in the 
course of time joined the main land. Individual rivulet channels turned into 
the bog-creeks, river meanders became oxbow lakes, and delta plain sur-
faces became channelled intermittent floods. Growing delta fans divided the 
lagoon into smaller closed or semi-closed basins, in which lagoon deposi-
tion continued. Later some basins, by then entirely enclosed, began to trans-
form into bogs. The uppermost parts of the alluvial deposits were later locally 
modified by aeolian processes. Thus, five facies have been recognised and 
mapped across the recent Nemunas Delta: delta front alluvium, flood allu-
vium, lagoon sediments, bog deposits and aeolian deposits.

Geological–geomorphological structure of the Nemunas Delta (Bitinas et al., 2002)
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Deposition on the Nemunas Delta was rapid and the accumulation rate 
increased in the Middle Ages. This was associated with intensifying agricul-
ture and associated soil erosion, and hence by increased input of sediment 
into the rivers. In less than a century, the coastline in some places has shifted 
towards the Curonian Lagoon by more than 1 km. Hence, such a rate of 
deposition is high enough for the present Nemunas Delta to have formed 
during the last 1 000–1 100 years.

Climate 

The climate of Nemunas Delta region is temperate maritime and belongs 
to the Seaside lowlands climatic sub-district with relatively mild winters (av-
erage air temperature in January -2.5°C) and moderately warm summers (in 
July 17.1°C). The phenoclimatic summer season with the average air tem-
perature above 5°C lasts for 156 days. The annual temperature average is 
7.2°C. The average annual rainfall is from 750 to 800 mm/year. 
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Landscape history

The anthropogenic transformation of the Nemunas Delta began in the 13th 
century, when the Teutonic Order, having settled down in the region, started 
building reinforced castles and roads. The Nemunas Delta had featured no 
settlements at least until 1386, and its landscape was predominated by forest 
and wetlands, with rivers winding in them. People, so-called Lietuvninkai (or 
Prussian Lithuanians originally Lithuanian language speakers, who inhabited 
a territory in East Prussia called Lithuania Minor) started to settle down the 
higher places by the rivers at the end of the 17th century. The economic trans-
formation of the region took place not merely for the sake of waterways; it 
covered a much wider circle of interest: riverbeds were straightened, canals 
were excavated, and dykes were built along the rivers and around the settle-
ments to protect them from floods. Simultaneously, the network of land roads 
was formed. In the 18th century, hydraulic engineering already acquired the 
features of the landscape adaptation to agriculture. The plague of 1709–1711 
changes the ethnic composition of delta population. The deserted home-
steads of the former residents were offered to colonist from Germany, Austria 
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and other countries. New colonists brought more modern farming culture 
and new growing plants (potatoes, tobacco). 

In this region, powerful annual floods and ice-drifts shape the landscape. 
The floods are changing the landscape, fertilizing meadows, revitalizing na-
ture after winters and sometimes even carry timber. Such natural conditions 
determined distinctive lifestyle, customs, trades, and farming traditions in the 
Nemunas Delta. This region has been home for unique, rather closed com-
munities of fishermen, gardeners, grassland and wetland farmers. Fishermen 
lived near the water, while wetland farmers stayed around mires, and those 
making a living of forests lived in local woods. Coastal inhabitants harvested 
reed that was used for roof covering. Floods have always obstructed tradi-
tional farming practices in this region. Powerful water washed out the land 
or covered it with silt, making farming possible only in higher fertile areas 
protected from floods – this was where farmers growing vegetables and po-
tatoes had settled.

It was obvious that fertile soil was simply meant for grassy vegetation to 
flourish; therefore floodplain meadows tempted cattle breeders – grassland 
farmers. Their homesteads or entire villages (Rupkalviai, Pietiniai Girininkai, 
etc.) were established on elevated areas keeping them away from floods. 
M. Purvinas (2007) wrote that “during times of cavalry wars vast grassland 
areas bore importance similar to modern oil business enterprises”. They pro-
vided livestock with fresh grass and hay, which was supplied to the military 
and rail horses. Hay was particularly important for goods and passenger traf-
fic, post and household operations. Natural conditions also required adjust-
ment of hay preparation methods. Dried hay used to be stacked on wooden 
platforms lifted by 0.5–1.0 m above ground to protect it from autumn floods. 
The harvest was usually removed by sledge in winter, when wet meadows 
were frozen. Some stacks were transported down the rivers and channels in 
summer by using large boats. Hay stock was stored in special raised domes-
tic shelters. The rest of it was transported to neighbouring Königsberg and 
other cities by boats.

Meadows were fully mown, for the forage was of great value in winter. 
Such meadow-use traditions persisted until the World War II. The war had a 
significant impact on grassland farmers’ lives: polders were abandoned and 
water pumping stations were destroyed, while some Prussians and farmers 
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of German descent retired to Germany or were deported to Siberia. Large 
meadows remained unmanaged or managed poorly, grass was barely har-
vested and some hay was left rotting in the fields.

A special meadow drainage and management scheme was created in 
1953 and installation of new polders began. Two types of polder systems 
(summer and winter polders) were constructed in the Nemunas Delta. The 
dikes of the length of 326 km protected the total area of 42 000 ha. The 
winter polders were employed to protect settlements and cultivated areas 
from flooding. The summer polders were usually overflowed during the time 
of spring floods. During the soviet period, the summer polders provided the 

Location of polders in the Nemunas Lowland (after Bastienė, Šaulys, 2007)
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development of intensive industrial production of grass flour. Establishment 
of an automated grass forage production depot was initiated in 1959 and 17 
production plants were constructed. Grass forage was produced by 12 sin-
gle-purpose farms, mowing around 10 000 hectares of meadows some 3–4 
times per season. Each year, 30 000–40 000 tons of forage was produced.

At the end of the 20th century, a new agricultural reform started. Polder 
meadows were distributed among smaller owners, leaseholders and enter-
prises with varied abilities and needs for farming. Due to rising energy prices 
and decreasing demand for the grass flour forage, its production stopped. 
Water level adjustment needs also changed, meadows were only used for 
grass harvesting, use of fertilizers stopped and mowing was performed only 
once per season (Dainiuviene, 2001), while other areas were abandoned and 
remained unmanaged. Changes in farming had a positive impact on biologi-
cal diversity – number of plants, insects and bird species started to increase. 
Typical meadow species such as sedge (Carex spp.), reed canary-grass (Pha-
laris arundinacea) and meadow foxtail (Alopecurus pratensis) returned to 
cultivated areas, even though less accessible wet meadows remained aban-
doned and eventually were overgrown with common reed (Phragmites aus-
tralis) and shrubs.
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Culture

For long centuries, the Nemunas Delta region was officially a part of 
the north-eastern section of Ger-
man Prussia. Since the 16th cen-
tury, German writers and historians 
had called this area “Kleinlittaw” 
(Lithuania Minor). It is a histori-
cal ethnographic region of Prussia, 
where Lithuanian-speaking popula-
tion Lietuvininkai lived. The area 
belonged to Prussia until 1945.

Lithuania Minor became very 
important to Lithuanian culture in 
the second half of the 19th century. 
Russian Empire controlled lithua-
nia at the time. From 1864 to 1904, 
all publications printed in the latin 
alphabet were banned. Most of the 
Latin-alphabet Lithuanian-language 
books and periodicals published at 

A. Kretchmer. Lithograph „Women 
of Lithuania Minor dressed in their 
native costumes“, 19th century
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the time were printed in Lithuania Minor (Tilsit, Ragnit, Memel, and Königs-
berg) and then smuggled into Lithuania by “book carriers” (Lith.: knygnešiai). 
During the final years of the ban, an estimated 30 000 to 40 000 books were 
smuggled in annually. When caught, the book smugglers were punished by 
fines, banishment, and exile, including deportation to Siberia. Some were 
simply shot in the head while crossing the border or executed on the spot.

The first Lithuanian language periodicals appeared during that period in 
Lithuania Minor, such as Auszra edited by Jonas Basanavičius, Varpas – by 
Vincas Kudirka. They had contributed greatly to the Lithuanian national re-
vival of the 19th century.

Nowadays, the Nemunas Delta is impressive structure reflecting the rela-
tionship between the population of the region and water, such as Uostadvaris 
and Ventė lighthouses, the engineering complex of the old water lift station 
and the old polder engineering equipment. There is a unique architectural 
ensemble of the Skirvytėlė village. The Mingė village is called Venice of 
Lithuania, as the River Minija has become its main street. The residues of a 
unique Žalgiriai (Bismarck) „mire villagers’“ colony are remaining. 

Biodiversity

More than 600 flowering plant species are found in Nemunas Delta Region-
al Park and more than 20 of these are listed in the Lithuanian Red Data Book: 
Spear-leaved skullcap (Scutellaria hastifolia), Fringed water-lily (Nymphoides 
peltata), Sand leek (Allium scorodoprasum), Early marsh-orchid (Dactylorhiza 
incarnata), Crossleaved heath (Erica tetralix), Deer-grass (Trichophorum cespi-
tosum), White water-lily (Nymphaea alba), etc. Twenty habitat types of Annex 
1 of Habitat Directive were identified in the territory. The largest areas are oc-
cupied by 3150 Natural eutrophic lakes with Magnopotamion or Hydrochari-
tion – type vegetation, 6120 Semi-natural dry grassland and scrubland facies 
on calcareous substrates (Festuco-Brometalia), 6270 *Fennoscandian lowland 
species-rich dry to mesic grasslands, 6430 Hydrophilous tall herb fringe com-
munities of plains and of the montane to alpine levels, 6450 Northern boreal 
alluvial meadow, 6510 Lowland hay meadows (Alopecurus pratensis, San-
guisorba officinalis), 7110 *Active raised bogs, 7120 Degraded raised bogs 
still capable of natural regeneration, 9080 *Fennoscandian deciduous swamp 
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woods, 9190 Old acidophilous oak woods with Quercus robur on sandy 
plains, 91D0 *Bog woodlands, 91E0 *Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and 
Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-Padion, Alno incanae, Salicion albae)

Vast areas of floodplain meadows as well as raised bogs (Medžioklės, 
Aukštumala, Berštų, Lietgirių bogs) found in this region are unique in Lithua-
nia. One of these, Aukštumala raised bog is considered locus classicus by 
wetland researchers as it marks the beginning of wetland science worldwide. 
A monograph by Carl Albert Weber (Weber, 1902), a German botanist who 
studied vegetation and ecology of Aukštumala raised bog, is the first scien-
tific study on wetland ecosystems in the world.

The Nemunas Delta is the most important bird area in Lithuania. A total 
of 294 bird species (90% of ornithological fauna of Lithuania) are found in 
the territory of the Regional Park. Many species are breeding here or use the 
area as a resting and feeding place during their migration. Several species are 
considered internationally endangered, e.g. Barnacle goose (Branta leucopsis), 
Common crane (Grus grus), Dunlin (Calidris alpina) and Aquatic warbler (Ac-
rocephalus paludicola). For migratory birds, the Nemunas Delta is one of the 
most important stop-over areas in the northern part of the Western-Palaearctic 
migration route. Large numbers of waterbirds congregate at the site on pas-
sage (autumn and spring) and during the moulting season, including Tundra 
swan (Cygnus columbianus), Bean goose (Anser fabalis), Greater white-fronted 
goose (A. albifrons), Greylag goose (A. anser), Tufted duck (Aythya fuligula) and 
Smew (Mergus albellus) (BirdLife International, 2017). Annually, 170 bird spe-
cies are breeding in the Nemunas Delta, and 33 of these are very rare: Aquatic 
warbler, Corn crake (Crex crex), Great snipe (Gallinago media), Northern pin-
tail (Anas acuta), White-tailed sea-eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla), etc.

The Nemunas Delta and the Curonian Lagoon have been long known as 
the region of fishers. Up to 20 species of fish spawn in polders’ canals, Com-
mon bream (Abramis brama), Northern pike (Esox lucius), Crucian carp (Car-
assius carassius) being among the most valued. The polders of the Delta are 
one of few places in Lithuania, where protected fish Weatherfish (Misgurnus 
fossilis) is found.

Some 50 mammal species are found in the Nemunas Delta, 14 of these 
are protected species such as Northern birch mouse (Sicista betulina), Er-
mine (Mustela erminea), European otter (Lutra lutra), and eight bat species 
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considered rare in Europe, amongst these – Pond and Brandt’s bats (Myo-
tis dasycneme, M. brandtii), Lesser noctule and Common noctule (Nyctalus 
leisleri, N. noctula) (Švažas, 2009).
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Gratiola officinalis
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Excursion sites
Uostadvaris

Uostadvaris Water Pumping Station

Uostadvaris is a small village situated 5 kilometres of Rusnė, on the left 
riverbank of the Atmata River, in the island of Rusnė. There near Dumblys 
Lake you can find the lowest point in Lithuania – it reaches 0.27 metres be-
low sea level.

In 1907, a water pumping station was built on the Vilkinė River in Uostad-
varis. The station had a steam turbine, which absorbed the water excess from 
grasslands and poured it to the Nemunas River. Even though in 1970, next to 
the old pumping station, the modern one, driven by electricity, was installed, 
old Uostadvaris Water Pumping Station is a valuable example of technique, 
which has become a historical and architectural monument. 

Uostadvaris Lighthouse was built on the Atmata River shore in 1873, near 
to the old water pumping station. It is a square cylindrical red-brick building 
attached by a passage to the lighthouse keeper’s building. Lighthouse is no 
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longer used for navigation, but now it is the best place to view the panorama 
of Uostadvaris.

Now there is a lighthouse and a polder museum.

Uostadvaris alluvial meadows 

Hydrological conditions in this summer polder vary within wide range – 
from long time flooded sites with high water table during growing season to 
the areas with short flood and moderate conditions. Most wet sites are occu-
pied by Caricetum gracilis. The species composition of these communities is 
different and has been influenced by hydrological changes in the polder over 
the last decade. Near the lagoon, where the water table is the highest, plant 
communities are not rich in species and consist of helophytes with admix-
ture of several hygrophytes. More rich in species communities occupy more 
distant from the lagoon higher places. These Caricetum gracilis communities 
have evolved from Phalaridetum arundinaceae over the last decade. They 
include more hygrophyte species.

Caricetum distichae has developed from the part of Phalaridetum arundi-
naceae as well. Such communities include fragments of Phalaroides arundi-
nacea stands. Remaining Phalaridetum arundinaceae communities are very 
fragmented and variable depending on hydrological conditions of the site.
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Calthion palustris communities have developed under moderate condi-
tions. Due to changes in water table, these former mesophyte and hygro-
phyte communities in lower places include several helophytes as well. In 
such communities, Scutellaria hastifolia occurs. In spite of small area occu-
pied by Scutellaria hastifolia in this polder, the age structure of this popula-
tion is the best compared to other populations in Lithuania.
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Girininkai fluvioglacial dunes

A small stretch of sand dunes reminds of a very interesting and compli-
cated history of the current delta relief formation. The sands of glacial lake, 
later – estuarine shore sands occur on the surface in many places of the Del-
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ta. Sandy plains are more usual, re-drifted low dune streaks are very rare.
Here you can find small fragments of Koelerio-Corynephoretea commu-

nities. They are not rich in species, but in a relatively small area you can 
observe different mosaic of open and overgrowing grassland.

Ragainės vingis floodplain

This is the oldest part of the Nemunas Delta, which is characterized by 
typical river valley with a broad floodplain. Longitudinal sections of flood-
plain can be clearly distinguished: riverside, central and pre-mainland.

Different duration of the flood and amount as well as fraction of the de-
posits, depending on the relief peculiarities, determine the diversity of flood-
plain vegetation. The lowest sites covered with fine grained silt deposits – 
peripheral part of the valley and depressions in the central floodplain (former 
oxbow lakes) – are occupied by tall helophyte communities such as Carice-
tum gracilis and Phalaridetum arundinaceae. In the higher places of periph-
eral part, Alopecuretum pratensis communities with inserts of small patches 
of Caricetum cespitosae in the small depressions occur. 
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Nearly all central part of the floodplain, where the duration of the flood 
is shorter and alluvium deposits are medium-sized, mesophyte communities 
prevail. Arrhenatheretum elatioris occurs in the large area. These communi-
ties vary in species composition depending on hydrological conditions: in 
the vicinity of the riverbed, they are eumesophytic, while in more distant 
sites include hygrophilous plants. Festucetum pratensis communities occupy 
small areas, however, are variable as well. More wet places with poorly aer-
ated soils both in central and in peripheral parts of floodplain are occupied 
by Deschampsietum cespitosae communities. 

The ridge of sand deposits that stretches along the river bed is occupied by 
communities with predominant Petasites spurius and Saponaria officinalis.

In the hygrophyte and mesophyte communities, Scutellaria hastifolia, an 
endangered species in Lithuania and in many European countries, occurs.

Scutellaria hastifolia
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