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Biodiversity degradation is a national and global problem which is interconnected with land use and climate change. 
All these are major unsolved questions and their interactions are only partly understood. Agriculture and especially 
cattle farming is under keen societal focus because of its significant role in soil carbon losses, greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions and biodiversity preservation. We reviewed the Finnish scientific literature to assess the impact of inten-
sive contra extensive grass production on biodiversity using vascular plants, vertebrates, invertebrates and soil biota. 
Still a few decades ago, mixed farming was prevailing almost everywhere in Finland, but nowadays cereal produc-
tion is essentially clustered in the southwest and milk and beef production in the northeast. This is reflected in the 
distribution of intensive (connected with cattle) and extensive grasslands (both types of farming). The bird com-
munity was most abundant and species rich in farmland which provides small fields in large blocks of farmland and 
many kinds of crops, including both intensive and extensive grasslands. Overall permanent grasslands with rather 
simply vegetation diversity can maintain a diverse community of spiders and leafhoppers, and act as overwinter-
ing habitat for polyphagous predators in field ecosystems. The ecological requirement of all species and species 
groups are probably never met at one site and consequently target should be in having differently managed areas 
at regional scale. For some of the taxa, ecosystem services could be indicated, but a research-based quantitative 
assessment is available only for carbon sequestration and weak impact of dung-beetles in diminishing GHG emis-
sions from cow pats. Our review demonstrated that quite much is known about biodiversity in extensively man-
aged grasslands, but very little in intensively managed grasslands. An important question is whether there is some 
threshold for the proportion of grasslands under which regional biodiversity will be reduced. Intensive production 
offers limited value to replace the high biodiversity value of semi-natural pastures.

Key words: regional segregation, vascular plants, mammals, birds, predatory invertebrates, coprophages, pollina-
tors, soil biota, ecosystem services

Introduction

Ongoing biodiversity loss is linked to more intensive and expanding land use and to consequent degradation of land 
and freshwater ecosystems (Díaz et al. 2019). These changes in nature are interacting with global climate warm-
ing and thus strengthening the adverse development (IPCC 2014, Díaz et al. 2019). Globally food production plays 
a key role in land-use change. One sector of agriculture which demands extensive land areas and causes harmful 
emission into both air and waters, and thus is shown to influence negatively biodiversity and global climate, is ru-
minant husbandry. However, the impacts vary among regions.

Globally, the major threat for biodiversity and climate change regarding livestock production is conversion of for-
ests to grazing lands. In regions where agricultural land has been in cultivation for a long time, like in the countries 
of the European Union (EU), this is not the case. In the EU, the area of forests and other wooded land showed 
an increase of 5.2% between 1990 and 2015 and a loss of 6.5% for agricultural land between 2010 and 2016  
(European Union 2018). Also in the EU, livestock production causes a serious threat for biodiversity by con-
tributing 78% of the total impact of their agriculture on terrestrial biodiversity loss (Leip et al. 2015). However, 
this threat is targeted to species of agricultural environments due to both simplification of landscapes through  
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intensification of the use of agricultural lands and loss of semi-natural or natural habitats through the historical 
and ongoing land use change (Reid et al. 2010). Therefore, the current impacts of ruminant husbandry on bio-
diversity of the EU countries are mainly regulated by the intensity and extent of grazing and grass production in 
permanent agricultural lands.

The negative impacts on biodiversity considerably vary between the levels of intensity of grass production. The  
intensity increases from semi-natural meadows through hay fields to silage and green fodder production (Blüthgen 
et al. 2012, Simons et al. 2015, Gossner et al. 2016, Mangels et al. 2017, Schöps et al. 2018). The major manage-
ment factors affecting biodiversity are fertilisation, grazing and cutting (Plantureux et al. 2005) as well as modes 
of regeneration, use of agri-chemicals and inter-annual variation in land-use intensity (Birkhofer et al. 2008, Allan 
et al. 2014). The impacts of ruminant husbandry are not all negative. Moderate grazing is known to have positive 
effects on species diversity (Metera et al. 2010). Further, increasing the efficiency of production by high quality 
feeds can save biodiversity by requiring less land to support an equivalent amount of livestock (Herrero et al. 2013).

In this study, we aimed at reviewing the effects of intensive grass cultivation on species diversity of agricultural eco-
systems and surrounding watersheds in Finland. Intensity is usually defined as management where higher levels of 
labour, resources like agrochemicals and capital are used compared with extensive management (e.g. Plantureux et 
al. 2005, Allen et al. 2011). We cannot make a clear statement which is intensive and which is not, and therefore we 
study grasslands as a loosely defined continuum from the intensive end to the extensive one. Clearly, agricultural 
intensification has context-dependent negative impacts on biodiversity (Table 1). In Finland, however, the intensity 
of agriculture is relatively low in terms of land use (agricultural land covers only 7.5% of land area; Natural Resources 
Institute Finland 2019c). Therefore, unlike in central and western Europe, here agricultural land enriches the 
landscape and habitat diversity, but harmful impacts on biodiversity can be seen with agricultural intensification.  

 
We covered different biodiversity aspects of ecosystem, such as flora, fauna, soil biota and water environment and 
indirect effects due to addition of nutrients. We paid attention to regional and local (landscape and farm) levels 
as far as the available literature allowed. As the effects can be historical, i.e. the habitat for natural biota changed 
already during former intensification (Vainio et al. 2001), we reviewed also literature of extensively managed  

Table 1. Practices of agricultural intensification on local (farm and landscape) and regional scales.

Practices of intensification Impact on biodiversity Impact scale South and 
west Finland

East and 
north Finland

Farmers specializing on one or few 
(arable) crops instead of mixed farming

Decline of intensive grass production Local and 
regional

Yes No

Farmers specializing on milk or beef 
production

Preservation of grass production, 
grazing and habitat availability

Local and 
regional

Little Prevailing

Avoiding set-aside fallows Decline of extensive grass habitat Extent only 
to fulfil CAP 
demand

Yes -

Cultivating formerly abandoned area 
(old fields, fallows)

Decline of extensive grass habitat Local Yes Yes

Grass production for silage and fodder Increasing intensity of grass 
production

Local and 
regional

Little Prevailing

Cessation of grazing on field pastures (in 
dairy farms)

Decline in low-grass habitat, no 
provision of dung pats

Local and 
regional

Increasing 
trend

Increasing 
trend

Spreading dung in liquid form Nutrients readily available for plants, 
environmental effects decrease, 
decline of food resource for 
coprophages

Local Yes Yes

Reallocating land to increase field 
size, make farms more compact and 
minimize edge habitat

Simplification of landscape structure, 
decrease of low-intensity grasslands 
(field margins)

Local and 
regional

Yes Yes

Giving up traditional, low-intensity land-
use management

Decrease of low-intensity, often 
meagre grasslands

Local Yes Yes

Afforestation of non-profitable fields Decrease of low-intensity poorly 
producing grasslands

Local Yes Yes

Clearance of forest and peatland to 
make new fields

Intensive grass production with liquid 
manure

Local Rare Yes
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grasslands for comparison, such as more traditionally cultivated grass fields and semi-natural meadows. Literature 
on set-asides, fallows, field margins, and buffer zones also provides reference information, as well as manage-
ment of seminatural meadows with cattle grazing or late-season cutting. We expected the amount of information 
on biodiversity impacts to differ between the groups of organisms and biodiversity of grasslands to be declined  
because of intensification. Results are discussed in relation to provision of ecosystem services.

Information produced by this review helps to detect the gaps in the knowledge to be filled with future research, 
to understand the reasons for the loss of biodiversity in grasslands. In addition, it can help to develop methods to 
enhance biodiversity. In our view, there is an urgent need for a holistic view on such information. Namely, even 
though domestic consumers and international trade partners demand sustainability and animal welfare for rumi-
nant (and other food) production (e.g., Kykkänen et al. 2014 and references therein), such as effects on biodiver-
sity and carbon balance, the biodiversity aspect has often been neglected in the current discussion which rather 
focuses on climate change. One reason may be that available information on the impacts of intensive cattle  
production on species diversity in Finland is scattered in various journals and partly in grey literature.

Dairy and beef farming in Finland

Currently, dairy farming is the most important and competitive form of production in the Finnish agricultural 
sector. In total, Finnish dairy milk production volume accounts for slightly less than 2% of the production  
volume in the EU. The number of dairy farms in Finland declined by 27% (2500 farms) during 2012–2017 due to 
structural development (see Suppl. Table 3), but at the same time, the amount of milk delivered to dairies has 
increased by 5% (Natural Resources Institute Finland 2019a) and, in 2017, dairies received 2366 million kilos of 
cow milk from approximately 7000 Finnish dairy farms. As a result of EU’s Common Agricultural Policy, the role 
of ruminant husbandry has decreased especially in southern and southwestern Finland (roughly the support  
areas A and B). The result has been regional segregation into “cereal Finland” and “milk Finland”, but there can 
also be found specialisation into either cereal cultivation or animal husbandry at farm level within regions (for  
regional division, see Suppl. Fig. 1).

 

Finnish agriculture has gone through tremendous changes during the past 100 years. The ley area increased during 
the first half of the 20th century in Finland, being about 1.5 mill. ha in the 1950s (Fig. 1). It started to decline in the 
middle of the 1950s to the present (2013) 650000 ha (see Tiainen 2004 for an earlier overview). The proportion of 
leys of whole field area was about half in the 1960s being now below 30%. The distribution of leys is uneven as its 

 

Fig. 1. Use of arable land in Finland in 1920–2018 (Tiainen 2004 and unpubl., based on annual farm statistics of 
Official Statistics of Finland). Grass crops include dry hay, green fodder, silage and cultivation of hay and clover seed 
(see Fig. 2). Spring cereal combines spring wheat, oat, barley and mixed cereal. Winter cereal combines winter 
wheat and rye. Other includes, among other minor crops, potato and oilseed and turnip rape. Fallows were mostly 
used for mechanical control of weeds to the end of the 1960s and were thus interpreted to be mainly bare. Since 
1969 there have been several phases of reducing overproduction with fallowing, like the field reservation program 
from 1969 to the late 1970s and early 1980s, obligatory green-fallowing in 1991–1994, and 10% obligatory fallowing 
during 1995–2007; these fields were mostly established with grass. Since 2008, farmers have been able to make 
agri-environmental commitments about nature management field grasslands.
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proportion of utilized agricultural area (UAA) varies from about 10–15% in the southwest and south to 50–70% in 
the northwest or even 84% in Lapland (Suppl. Table 1, based on territorial division presented there in Suppl. Fig. 1).

In Finnish dairy and beef farms, grass production is usually integrated into crop rotation where, after a few years 
of grass, the field is renewed usually for cultivation of cereals or dicot crops. In such a system, grass production 
is referred to as ‘ley farming’ in grassland literature. New grass is typically sown using cereals as cover crop or  
directly on tilled soil. The grass field can also be long-term (over 5 years) or permanent, but then it is regarded as 
less intensive than grass in the rotation. The impact of grass production on biodiversity depends on the ways of 
management and harvest. E.g., when fallows with or without legumes are used for improving the soil, beneficial 
plants in that stage can stay as weeds in the following crop. Considering grass, it is usually so competitive that most 
weeds do not thrive well. Generally, it is well documented in grassland science that, in addition to natural factors, 
different forms of grass production – grazing, hay, silage or green fodder – affect the relative competitiveness and 
survival of plant species in vegetation. Crop fields usually suffer from pest herbivores, but these are controlled by 
many kinds of avian and invertebrate predators. Instead, grass is more resistant against pests.

In the management of Finnish grasslands, grazing may take place during the whole growing season or after the 
cut of hay, silage or green fodder crops. Extensive grazing may also be used for managing semi-natural meadows 
and over 5-year-old grasslands. The use of grasslands for hay (and hay seed production), silage and green fodder 
and for pastures has experienced considerable changes during the decades (Fig. 2). Most of grassland was used 
for hay and seed cultivation still in the 1960s, but now their proportion varies between 8–23% in different parts 
of the country (Raatikainen and Raatikainen 1975, Suppl. Table 2).

Formerly, Finnish farms used to be mixed, i.e. they cultivated cereals and kept dairy cattle. Still in the 1960s,  
almost 80% of farms had cattle but, thereafter, the number of and proportion of dairy farms dropped dramatically 
(Suppl. Fig. 2). The decline of the number of farms and the proportion of cattle and dairy farms continues (Suppl.
Table 3). In 2017, there were about 275000 dairy cows in Finland. At that time, a Finnish farm had an average of 
37 dairy cows, but 52% of the farms had at least 50 dairy cows (Natural Resources Institute Finland 2019b). The 
concomitant increase in herd sizes reduces the opportunities to arrange grazing. The new investments for dairy 
production are most typically based on automatic milking systems (AMS) and have either 60 cows (one AMS unit) 
or 120 cows (two AMS units). In 2015, ca. quarter of milk produced in Finland came from AMS farms. This together 
with the scattered field structure has led to a very low proportion of pastures on dairy farms (Virkajärvi et al. 2015).

Contrary to many European countries, permanent pastures are very few in Finland covering only 4% of Finnish 
agricultural land. In the first half of the 20th century the mean age of leys had declined from 5 years to 2.4 years 
(2.3 years in southern and 3.0 years in northern Finland, respectively) probably due to a more diverse and regular 
crop rotation (Raatikainen and Raatikainen 1975 and references therein) and then the trend is increasing possibly 
in line of specialization instead of mixed farming. The rotation time may have an impact on biodiversity. Based on 
the Field Parcels Registry (Finnish Food Authority), the mean age of leys before new establishment is 4.4 years  

Fig. 2. Cultivation of grass crops in Finland in 1920—2018 (based on farm statistics of Natural Resources Institute Finland 
2019c). The statistical record combines green fodder and hay and clover seed cultivation into green fodder starting 
from 1989.
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(O. Niemeläinen, pers. comm. in 2015). The short turn-over time is a consequence of a clear decrease in productivity 
of grasslands in the course of time (Paatela 1953, Virkajärvi et al. 2015 and references therein) and may have an 
impact on biodiversity.

Biodiversity effects of grass production on organism groups
Vascular plants
Plant communities

Typical grassland vegetation community is composed of plant species different from that in arable land. In grass-
lands, main drivers are the lack of frequent soil disturbance, especially ploughing, and repeated defoliation during 
the growing season. As a result, plant communities of intensive arable farming are favoured by annuals and  
permanent pastures by perennials (Håkansson 2003).

Use of pesticides is negligible in grasslands, which most likely results in their smaller impact than in arable fields. 
The use of herbicides on grassland farming takes mostly place in connection with renovation. In case of high 
weed invasion, especially Elymus (Agropyron) repens, the farmer may apply glyphosate before ploughing. In  
addition, grasslands are typically established in spring with cover crop and herbicide treatment. According to  
experts, only a small proportion of grassland is treated with herbicides or fungicides in Finland during the ley years, 
although exact data are not available. If the pesticide treatment is successfully done, it reduces the density of 
weed individuals and proportion of weeds in the harvested yield, and markedly changes the composition of their  
assemblage. Kajan and Nousiainen (2006) reported a 60% decrease in the number of weed shoots m-2, and  
Virkajärvi and Pakarinen (2008) reported that weed proportion of herbage dry matter yield decreased from 14% 
to 1% or from 32% to 12%, respectively. However, these changes may not be reflected straightforwardly in the 
amount or digestibility of grass yields in following cuts (Virkajärvi and Pakarinen 2008, Virkajärvi et al. 2012).

Some information, mostly from agrological, but also from floristic point of view, is available on plant species of 
leys in Finland already from the late 1800s and, even on their abundances, from the first decades of the 1900s 
(for references, see Paatela 1953, Kosonen 1969, Raatikainen and Raatikainen 1975, Raatikainen 1986, Pykälä 
2001). The only sampling-based nation-wide quantitative studies were conducted in 1951 (Paatela 1953) and 
in 1966–1968 (Raatikainen and Raatikainen 1975). Paatela’s (1953) data were collected from 251 municipalities 
in which 20 first leys from the municipality border were selected for sampling (total 4665 leys). Raatikainen and  
Raatikainen (1975) randomly selected 54 study areas in 87 municipalities where 1620 fields were selected for the 
study (for details, see Suppl. Table 5).

Paatela (1953) recorded species with at least 0.1% share of the vegetation in the sample plot, 218 species in  
total (23 not recorded by Raatikainen and Raatikainen 1975). The average was 10–12 species per field in all parts 
of Finland. The figure is only a third of that of Raatikainen and Raatikainen (1975), which may be due to different 
criteria for records (presence without abundance demand in the latter study). Paatela (1953) described how the 
abundance of wild plants increased almost 5-fold at the expense of clovers and timothy with aging of the ley from 
1-year to 5-years and older.

Including sown species, 6 graminids and 3 clovers Trifolium, Raatikainen and Raatikainen (1975) found 27–34  
species per field (α diversity) on different soils with slightly less in North Finland than in South and Archipelago or 
Middle Finland (Supplementary information: Table 4). The mean total number of vascular plant species was 117 in 
the study areas (γ diversity; variation 76–156). The total number was 307 species (some listed at the genus level) 
in the whole country. 207 were not very rare (found on ≥ 1% of fields studied) (Supplementary information: Table 
5). The number of species found in more than one field was 89 on an average (variation 57–112). Of the 307 taxa, 
60% are regarded as belonging to the original Finnish flora, 30% alien archeophytes (introduced before the early 
17th century) and 8.5% neophytes (introduced after the early 17th century); three species were cereals from previous 
year´s cultivation (some cultivated species belong to archeophytes) and four of those listed at genus level included 
species of all the classes (species classification according to Hämet-Ahti et al. 1998, see Hyvönen and Jalli 2011).

Raatikainen (1986) compared abundance changes on the basis of biomasses of species which were represented 
with at least 10 g ha-1 on an average. Biomasses had been measured in both studies for 179 taxa of which 50% 
had increased, 6% had not changed and 44% had decreased (biomass increased by 23% in 17 years as a con-
sequence of increased use of fertilisers and decrease of ley age). Both Paatela (1953) and Raatikainen and  
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Raatikainen (1975) described geographical zonation of ley vegetation from south to north. For comparison,  
Mukula et al. (1969) found 304 plant species from 2088 spring cereal fields in 1962–1964.

Still in the 1960s, the spread of wild plants into field was facilitated by the vicinity of natural vegetation to leys as 
grass fields had open ditches and field size was small (0.38 ha in the south, 0.82 ha in central Finland and 0.72 ha 
on the north). Raatikainen and Raatikainen (1975) discussed reasons for the high species number as follows. Half 
of the seed used for sowing in 1966–68 was produced at the home farm or otherwise locally, and its quality did not 
reach the standard of purity from weed seeds for commercial use (references to original weed seed count studies 
in Raatikainen and Raatikainen, loc. cit.). Thus in 1955, there were over 33000 weed seeds per kg timothy seed 
and over 19000 in red clover seed, and in 1963 almost 10000 weed seeds kg-1 of commercial seed. In 1969, the 
weed seed contents had declined to 39% in timothy and to 56% in red clover. One more factor decreasing weed 
number was active herbicide treatment during sward establishment phase, which slowly became more common.

The few recent studies on weed species of intensively cultivated leys come from a limited geographical area from 
North Savo and North Karelia. In experiments of the impact of herbicides, Kajan and Nousiainen (2006) recorded 
27 dicot weed species (pooled number) in treated and control paddocks in Maaninka, North Savo (Virkajärvi and 
Pakarinen 2008, Virkajärvi et al. 2012). At the Siikasalmi Research Farm in Liperi (North Karelia), Kuusela and Hytti 
(2001) and Kuusela (2004) found 22 and 28 dicot weed species in two different experiments on organic pastures, 
respectively. Superficially compared, the species composition in organically cultivated grassland resembles more 
the silage plant community without herbicide treatment than with a treatment (Suppl. Table 6).

A proper comparison between these modern studies and older results by Raatikainen and Raatikainen (1975) 
is not possible, because there are no silage leys in the latter. However, we compiled lists from Raatikainen and  
Raatikainen (1975) for North Savo and North Karelia, the neighbouring areas of modern studies (Suppl. Table 5; 
rank order of species listed in Table 6 introduced there). The total number of species (taxa) in these study areas 
varied from 119–136 (114–126 without the nationally very rare species). In addition to cultivated species, they 
found many non-sown gramineous species, such as Elymus (Agropyron) repens, Deschampsia caespitosa, Agrostis 
tenuis, Anthoxatum odoratum, P. trivialis, and Festuca rubra that were classified as very abundant or abundant. 
In recent studies, the most abundant gramineous non-sown species seem to be different, although not as well  
documented, i.e. E. repens, P. annua, Alopecurus geniculatus and D. caespitosa (Puurunen and Virkajärvi 2005, 
Kajan and Nousiainen 2006). Therefore, there is some evidence to conclude that intensification of grassland  
farming has decreased the abundance of several secondary gramineous species.

The intensity of grass cultivation increased during the past decades when silage and green forage replaced hey 
production. Low-intensity grasslands are nowadays mainly represented by field margins, shelter belts and set-
asides, as semi-natural meadows are rare.

Field margins function as buffer zones between fields and water courses retaining nutrients and eroded materials. 
Their plant community composition was studied by Tarmi et al. (2002, 2009, see also Ma 2005, 2006). The recorded 
plant species were mainly indicators of fresh to wet soils and moderate to rich mineral nitrogen content, the most 
frequent species being tall and mostly herbicide-tolerant perennials. The vegetation was productive, but not  
diverse. They identified six community types, with 24 species in the species-richest and 14 or 16 species in the two 
poorest types. In animal husbandry regions, the most frequent species were sown grassland species and typical 
grassland weeds, whilst in cereal production regions, fast-spreading root weeds tolerant of herbicides were the 
most frequent. The origin of field margin species was rather similar to that in hay-fields (see above), as somewhat 
under two thirds of field margin and grassland species were natives, about one third archeophytes and some few 
percent neophytes in four study areas in different geographical areas (Jauni and Hyvönen 2010, Jauni 2012). On 
long-term (>5 years in experiments), species richness can be increased by widening the boundary zones and with 
proper management (cutting and removal of remains) (Tarmi 2011, Tarmi et al. 2011, Tarmi and Hyvönen 2012).

Short-term fallows are usually established with grass and they resemble leys, but long-term fallows are often 
left alone for years after cultivation. A period of long-term fallowing was conducted in Finland in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Between 1969–1974, 240000 ha of fields were left uncultivated with 15-year contracts; these  
became grasslands many of which were later abandoned or afforested. The vegetation and its succession of such  
reserved fields were studied by Törmälä and Raatikainen (1976), Hokkanen and Raatikainen (1977a), Hokkanen 
(1979), Törmälä (1982a), Jukola-Sulonen (1983) and Pullinen (1986) (see also Berg et al. 1978). After cereal crops, 
the vegetation was dominated by weedy dicot species, but in a few years graminids and Achillea ptarmica and  
Ranunculus repens totally replaced the weed dominated community (Hokkanen and Raatikainen 1977a, Törmälä 
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1982a). Hokkanen and Raatikainen (1977a) distinguished five vegetation types in the succession series: Galeopsis 
-type, Phleum-type, Anthoxanthum-type, Deschampsia-type and Elytrigia-type. After ten years in a more mois-
ture fallow, tussock-forming Deschampsia cespitosa had replaced Festuca, Phleum, Agrostis and Poa which do not 
form tussocks (Törmälä 1982a). Jukola-Sulonen (1983) found that species diversity increased during the course 
of succession of afforested fallows until trees became dominating. She divided the species, according to a two- 
factor varimax solution, into three successional groups.

Impact of management on vascular plants

In comparison to intensively managed grasslands, extensively managed grasslands are species rich (Hokkanen et 
al. 2006c, Pykälä 2007), but their preservation depends of proper management (Jutila 1999a, b, Pykälä 2001, Hägg 
et al. 2006, Pessa et al. 2006, Piippo 2010). On a meadow pasture, which had formerly been intensively managed 
ley and probably impoverished seed bank, the species number declined during an 11-year pasturing experiment 
(Hokkanen et al. 2006c). Raatikainen et al. (2007, 2009) showed that factors related to land-use intensity and high 
nutrient level (especially P) had a major role in explaining the species composition of vegetation of semi-natural 
grasslands both at 0.25-ha and 1-sq.m scale, but also soil heterogeneity and habitat characteristics (patch area, 
connectivity, exposition) accounted notably.

Traditional and modern management method impacts on biodiversity of grassland or field boundary and buffer 
zone plant communities were studied by Jantunen (2003a, b), Jantunen and Saarinen (2002, 2003), Jantunen et 
al. (2003), Pykälä (2007), Tarmi (2011), Tarmi and Hyvönen (2012) and Tarmi et al. (2002, 2009, 2011). Mowing 
and grazing have different impact on species richness, since many of the species are small and not competitive 
with large herbs or graminids (Jantunen 2003a, b, Jantunen and Saarinen 2002, 2003, Jantunen et al. 2003, Pykälä 
2003, 2004, 2005, Pykälä et al. 2005). Thus, Huhta (2001) and Hellström (2004) showed that the appearance and 
structure of a traditional grassland rich in small-growing herbs can be restored in five years, but it is more difficult 
to increase species diversity by mere mowing or grazing, probably because of limitation of seed bank in soil. It 
can be argued that herbage removal is the most important factor affecting species dynamics in biotopes managed 
by grazing (Kurtto 1993, Dorrough et al. 2006). Besides vascular plants, also bryophytes benefit of grazing (Takala 
et al. 2014). A possible threat to the semi-natural plant community can be caused by alien neophyte species, but 
Jauni et al. (2012) and Jauni and Hyvönen (2012a, b) found the threat small.

In the light of the recent studies, the plant species diversity in intensively managed grassland is not very high 
and the species provide a limited value for other species groups. For example, common dicot weeds often occur 
on grasslands and their proportion increases with the ley age (e.g. Taraxacum spp., Ranunculus spp., Rumex sp.,  
Stellaria media) (Puurunen and Virkajärvi 2005, Virkajärvi and Punkki 2007, Virkajärvi et al. 2012). Flowering  
Taraxacum spp. have nutritional value for flower-visiting insects, like bees, bumblebees and syrphids. Most likely 
the secondary grass species (Festuca rubra, Poa pratense) or grass weeds (e.g. Elymys repens, Poa annua) do  
increase the botanical value of the vegetation even less than dicots. However, they affect the resilience of the  
vegetation for biotic and abiotic stresses which may be of importance in some occasion. Multispecies grassland 
has gained a lot of attention in recent years but mainly from agronomical rather than biological point of view (Finn 
et al. 2013, Ergon et al. 2016). It is worth of mentioning that in some parts of Central Europe a high proportion of 
dicots is considered desirable for grasslands (e.g. Spatz and Baumgartner 1990, Wilman and Riley 1993, Wyss and 
Vogel 1998) but not in most intensive systems (Haugland 1995, Elsässer 2004).

According to nutrient balances, grazing with beef cattle removes a relatively small amount of minerals  
compared with the whole nutrient (N, P) cycle (Virkajärvi et al. 2006a, Niemelä et al. 2008, Niemelä 2009).  
Instead, changes in intensity of nutrient cycles and nutrient availability due to grazing are most likely a more  
important factor affecting the pasture ecology (Hokkanen et al. 2006a, Virkajärvi et al. 2006a). While grazing is a 
preferable method for the management of semi-natural grasslands, the food availability for cattle is typically low, 
but may be substantial on meadows on soils with favourable soil moisture and fertility (Virkajärvi et al. 2006a, b). 
Extra forage cannot, however, be provided in large amounts because eutrophication is a threat for small endan-
gered plant species (Niemelä et al. 2008) and, therefore, semi-natural grasslands cannot be used as dairy cattle  
pastures. However, provision of concentrates to calves for short periods appeared to have negligible effects on the 
P balance of natural pastures (Virkajärvi et al. 2006a, Niemelä et al. 2008). Therefore, pasturing of young calves 
or heifers is not against the principle of plant diversity management on meadows and wooded pastures. The  
possibility to give supplemental feed to calves and heifers while grazing on semi-natural meadow pastures improves  
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the likelihood of combining modern agriculture and management of traditional biotopes. In general, semi-natural 
grasslands provide better possibilities for beef cattle than for dairy cattle because of their lower production intensity, 
larger intake capacity and higher tolerance for low quality feed.

Vertebrate fauna
Mammals

The main potential wild vertebrate herbivores in cultivated grasslands are the field Microtus agrestis and common 
vole M. arvalis, brown hare Lepus europaeus and three species of cervids (moose Alces alces, roe deer Capreolus 
capreolus and white-tailed deer Odocoileus virginianus). Among them, especially the field, but also common, vole 
can cause damage to cultivated grass crops and, therefore, their ecology was earlier studied by Myllymäki (1959, 
1975, 1977) at the Agricultural Research Centre. The research into the impact of other herbivore species on leys, 
hay fields and other crops is scarce in Finland, and no quantitative assessment is available of their abundance in 
grasslands seasonally or spatially. However, the small mammal community was studied 1–6 years after grass or 
cultivation in 51 fallows in central Finland in one year. Sorex araneus and Microtus agrestis made up 90% of all 
species in the small sample (n = 167) (Hokkanen and Raatikainen 1977b).

The research into voles used to be concentrated on damage caused in different crops (and orchards). Completed 
with food choice tests, the surveys provided, however, information on habitat selection of voles (Myllymäki 1959, 
1975, 1977). The main species in hayfields were the field vole and common vole. Their most preferred food plants 
were Taraxacum spp., Leontodon autumnalis, Sonchus arvense, Trifolium spp. and Medigago spp. Among mono-
cots, many graminids, like Festuca pratensis, timothy grass Phleum pratense, Dactylis glomerata, Agropyrum  
repens and Deschampsia flexuosa were preferred (Myllymäki 1959). In hay fields and leys, both the field vole 
and common vole selectively grazed on clover in mixed stands of red clover Trifolium pratensis and timothy grass  
(Myllymäki 1975, 1977). Jukola-Sulonen (1983) expanded the list to the second and third stages of preference. 
Now, when most of these mixed leys have disappeared (cattle are often fed with grass and additional protein con-
centrates), this type of vole damage has lost its importance (Myllymäki 1975).

The main habitats of the field vole often represent secondary successional stages (Hansson and Myllymäki 1973, 
Hansson 1977). In southern Sweden, leys belong to low density habitats but, in northern Sweden, they are tem-
porary high-density areas (Hansson 1977). In Finland, the highest reproduction survival and density values are 
found from mixed grass-forb state on mineral soil (which may be called a mesic grass–tall forb stage in secondary 
succession; Myllymäki 1975, Hansson 1977).

The field vole has territorial and resource competitive interactions with common vole, but in addition also 
with two other arvicolid voles, the European water vole Arvicola amphibious (syn. A. terrestris) and bank vole  
Clethrionomys glareolus. Interaction of field vole on the one hand and the bank vole or water vole on the other 
is most likely to occur in permanent grassland habitats on mineral soil, i.e., favourite production habitats of the 
field vole (Myllymäki 1977). However, the common vole is not very common in Finland, and the water vole pre-
fers moister environments. The ecological ranges of the field vole and bank vole are most likely to overlap outside 
the breeding season, e.g., in forest regeneration areas, but not in leys because of space competition (Myllymäki 
1977, Eccard and Ylönen 2002). Even though the bank vole is clearly a forest species, it may also expand its range 
to old-fields in the absence of the field vole (Ylönen et al. 1988).

Yletyinen and Norrdahl (2008) studied the abundance and habitat use of field voles in narrow filter strips (5-m 
wide) and broad buffer zones (>15-m wide). They found that field margin width had a significant impact on the 
use of available habitat in terms of home range size and distances moved. Voles in the filter strips used crop fields 
significantly more than voles in buffer zones. There were no clear seasonal differences in the proportional use of 
crop field and buffer zone.

Arvicoline rodents commonly undergo 3–5-year cyclic fluctuations in population density which is commonly  
believed to be a result of combined effects of predation and winter food limitation in pronouncedly seasonal  
environments with long winters (see Huitu et al. 2007). Norrdahl et al. (2002) and Huitu et al. (2003) experimentally 
studied the indirect effects of vertebrate predation exclusion on plant communities in old-field grassland in Lapua. 

The design included treatment combinations with and without predation and supplementary feeding. It was found 
that the removal of the top trophic level resulted in a major increase in vole densities, but the expected trophic 
cascade rapidly attenuated so that the indirect effects of predator exclusion were restricted to a few plant species. 
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The cause for the rapid attenuation of the trophic cascade appeared to be strong seasonality, as peak densities of 
voles were attained at the end of the growing season of vegetation, and vole populations declined before the next 
growing season so that the herbivory pressure during the growing remained low or moderate. Accordingly, most 
plant species escaped the heaviest grazing pressure either in time (plants completed their reproduction before 
winter) or in space (living parts hidden under frozen ground and ice). However, heavy winter herbivory reduced 
the biomass of available vegetation (like willows, Salix sp.) during vole peaks. During summer, voles reduced the 
coverage of only a few preferred food plants (Elymus repens, Phleum pratense, Vicia cracca). On the other hand, 
voles maintained annual and biennial species in the community by creating gaps in the closed vegetation. Norrdahl 
et al. (2002) concluded that abiotic factors (harsh winter conditions) limited peak numbers of herbivores below 
a threshold density where the herbivores could have caused a community-level decline in the biomass of herba-
ceous plants during summer. Huitu et al. (2003) concluded that the results indicate that Microtus vole populations 
that have succeeded in escaping regulation by predators are limited in growth by lack of winter food.

The diet and habitat of the brown hare has been studied in different parts of Europe, but there are only few  
Fennoscandian studies of habitat selection and food (Hyytinen 1974, Frylestam 1980, 1986, 1990). The brown 
hare lives in agricultural areas where the best feeding opportunities are found in mixed farmland with different 
kinds of food available in all seasons. The preferred summer food is comprised of various wild and cultivated di-
cots and grass (Frylestam 1990). Grasslands are an essential part of its habitat.

Hyytinen (1974) studied winter nutrition of the brown hare in the immediate surroundings of Oulu and Kokko-
la in the winters of 1968/69 and 1969/70. Depending on availability in different study plots, in early winter the 
hares mainly consumed green parts of timothy Phleum pratense from under snow, stalks of red clover Trifolium 
pratense and also leaves of Poa sp. and capitula of Achillea ptarmica, twigs of willow Salix sp., as well as hay from 
barns and Brassica oleraceae. In late winter when the snow cover was too thick, the main source of food was dry 
hay, but also willows and capitula of different composite species were important, as were also the species of early 
winter food if available.

Frylestam (1986) studied the winter diet in relation to agricultural land use in three different farmland types  
(pastures, mixed farmland and monoculture land) in southern Sweden. In stomachs collected in October – December, 
37 plant species or genera were recognized, 20 of which were graminids and the others were herbs. Grasses were 
most frequent at this time of the year and were highly utilized in pastures and mixed farmland. In all areas wild 
plants were preferred to cultivated crops, indicating the importance of a rich wild flora available to hares. In mixed 
farmland they had better access to wild plants which were also preferred whilst in monocultures they used culti-
vated plants more. The hares thrive well in northern winter climate, if the landscape structure is small-scale and 
there are fields (leys, winter cereals, set-asides, buffer zones) which provide green shoots of herbs and mono-
cots which the feeding animal digs from under the snow (Hyytinen 1974, Frylestam 1986). A similar study from  
Austria, including samples from February, May, August and November, gave rather similar results, i.e. in autumn 
and winter the hares preferred cultivated crops, but in spring and summer wild herbs (Reichlin et al. 2006).

Roe deer, white-tail deer and moose also use farmland, but they are not so much after grasslands. Their diet, as 
far as it concerns vegetation on fields and cultivated plants, consists mostly of turnip rape Brassica rapa, oilseed 
rape B. napus and winter cereals. From grass fields, clovers are most desired food (Cederlund and Liberg 1995).

Birds

Knowledge on Finnish farmland bird population and community composition changes is based on censuses which 
were made since the 1930s. In 1984, the original farmland study areas of Soveri (1940) were re-censused in Lammi 
(Tiainen et al. 1985, Tiainen and Pakkala 2001). From that year annual monitoring lasting until 2013 was started 
on Soveri’s original study plots totalling 1300 ha. In 1984 also other earlier farmland bird censuses from the 1950s, 
1960s and 1970s were repeated (Mehtälä et al. 1985, Ylimaunu and Siira 1985, Yrjölä et al. 1986). These studies 
convincingly show that bird communities have greatly changed with agricultural land use changes. Results from 
these studies are presented in the Supplementary information. More recently and as a part of evaluating the bio-
diversity impact of agri-environmental schemes and sustainable optimisation of farmland use, the research was 
extended to cover large areas of southern and central Finland (Tiainen et al. 2004b, 2012b, 2014, and unpubl.) 
and Åland Island in 2001 with representative sampling (Tiainen et al. 2012a). Results of these studies revealed big 
changes in bird populations and the community and, with environmental data, have allowed analyses of their causes.
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The substantial changes in Finnish agriculture from mixed farming to either specialised cereal or cattle farming 
both on farm scale, and increasingly regionally led to big changes in the breeding bird community. Thus, many 
bird species preferring mixed farmland have become rare in southwestern and southern Finland, like the curlew 
Numenius arquata. The long-term changes since the 1930s of the skylark Alauda arvensis follow the availability 
of grass, either as leys or fallows (Tiainen et al. 2001, Piha et al. 2003, 2007a). At the same time agriculture has 
become more efficient both in terms of economy and land use. The result has been a decrease of landscape struc-
ture and variation of land use, which are related to bird community diversity (Piha et al. 2007b, c, Ekroos et al. 
2013, 2019, Marja et al. 2013, Jonason et al. 2017, Mäkeläinen et al. 2019). With data on twenty species breeding 
in open farmland, Ekroos et al. (2019) found that increasing proportions of grasslands increased species richness 
and diversity, whereas increasing proportions of fallows increased bird diversity. Herzon et al. (2011) found that 
species richness and density of open-country farmland birds were twice as high in set-asides as in cereal fields 
when the impact of landscape structure was controlled. Of grasslands, reed canary grass Phalaris arundinaceus 
has been shown to be an adverse breeding habitat for birds because of its dense sward (Vepsäläinen 2010). The 
changes in farming and landscape also explain a part of bird population changes (Piha et al. 2007a, b, Vepsäläinen 
et al. 2005). In small fields with a landscape surrounded by near forest, the bird community rapidly developed  
towards bush and wood assemblage (Törmälä 1980).

Hitherto, we have only a descriptive analysis of breeding bird densities in different farmland habitats (Fig. 3). For 
all species, more or less natural grassy habitats appear most important. Among leys and tilled fields, which host 
mainly species of open country, pastures and leys rank after stubbles, directly sown fields and autumn cereals  
before fields tilled in spring. For farmland species breeding outside the fields, pastures and leys are not important 
for breeding though they can be essential for feeding (like for the Starling, see below).

Many farmland species benefit of a variable landscape which was typical for dairy farms with diverse use of fields 
and animals going to the pasture. Species of open fields use different fields during the breeding cycle depending 
on the development of the sward. As an example, the curlew feeds on leys and pastures in the early part of the 
breeding season, but changes to cereal fields when the soil of the former becomes too hard for penetration 
of the bill for food search (de Jong 2012). The population increase of the curlew in Kauhajoki did probably not  
relate to farming changes but released hunting pressure in wintering areas, though a later long-term decline 
of south Finnish curlew populations seems be due to farming changes, i.e. decline of grasslands (Valkama and  
Currie 1999, Valkama et al. 1999). Kuitunen et al. (2003) studied the composition of the farmland bird com-
munity at regional scale by comparing census results from Finnish and Russian Karelia from 1998 and 1999. 
They stated that during the last 50 years, human impact on agricultural environments has drastically differed  
between Finnish and the adjacent Russian Karelia. Finnish agriculture became more intensive and efficient 
(new cultivation methods, subsurface drainage, use of agri-chemicals), while the corresponding changes have  
remained smaller in Russian Karelia. In the Russian Karelian study region, cereal cultivation was rare, abandonment 
and overgrowth of fields common and dairy farming still constituted the most important agricultural sector. 
However, the composition and abundance of species in general was rather similar on both sides of the border.  

Fig. 3. Breeding density of farmland birds of open habitat (left) and farmsteads, settlements and forest edge (right) in 2009–
2011 (based on 26815 bird territories and censuses on 9926 ha of farmland; number of species 16 and 20, respectively) 
(redrawn from Tiainen and Seimola 2014). 1 and 2 for spring cereal and oil seed rape and field bean refers to direct sowing 
and sowing with tillage, respectively.
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The species favouring scrub and pastures (corncrake Crex crex, Starling, yellow wagtalil, Motacilla flava) were more 
abundant in Russia whereas species benefitting from cereal cultivation (ortolan bunting, Emberiza hortulana,  
yellowhammer, E. citrinella) and the openness of fields curlew were concentrated in Finland. Kuitunen et al. (2003) 
concluded that changes in agricultural policy, including the impact on abandonment of mixed farms (dairy and 
cereal) in Finland are likely to change this pattern.

At the landscape level, on which the above censuses were made, many causes can be identified behind the bird 
population changes including, in addition to the substitution of dairy farming with mainly cereal cultivation, aban-
donment of cattle pasturing, subsurface drainage, unification of fields to larger units, disappearance of verges, and 
use of agri-chemical with its implications. The above evidence is also only descriptive and correlative. However, 
the Starling case was analysed more profoundly with modelling (Rintala and Tiainen 2008).

The Finnish starling population had decreased for long (Solonen et al. 1991), and Rintala and Tiainen (2007)  
assessed the magnitude of the decline at 80% during two decades from the 1960s to the 1980s. The ecological 
background appeared to be in reproductive success as revealed in an experimental study with six starling breed-
ing populations (Tiainen et al. 1989). Only 25–40% of nestlings fledged in habitats without pastures within 500 
meters from nests, but 75–90% from nests where pastures were available (the starling searches food for nestlings 
from the soil surface of short grass). In a study with the same populations, Varjonen (1991) showed that travel  
distances to food searching sites decreased with increasing food demand of growing chicks allowing more frequent 
food provision in populations close to pastures compared with populations where pastures were not available in 
the vicinity. This explained the difference in breeding success.

In the modelling study (Rintala and Tiainen 2008), it was assumed that the carrying capacity K of breeding  
habitats decline especially in southern Finland, because the amount of poorly productive starling habitats (sinks) 
increased at the expense of highly productive ones (sources). Nestling ringing data from 1951 to 2005 were used 
to estimate trends in brood size and population change. The results showed that the brood size was greater  
during stable population stages (at the beginning and end of the study period) than during the years of collapse. 
The coefficient of variation displayed a contrary pattern to the mean brood size, being at its highest during the 
decline. The relation of population dynamics and environmental change was modelled with a density-dependent 
matrix model that assumed an 80% decline in K (corresponding to the observed entire population decline). The 
modelling results obtained were similar to the population dynamics actually observed. The model showed a  
decrease in per-capita reproductive rate as a response to habitat deterioration. This was due to a time lag in  
response to the declining K. On the basis of the dynamics observed and the population model, it was concluded 
that during the decline, a larger proportion of starlings bred in sub-optimal sink habitats (low reproductive success 
due to lack of pastures in the surroundings of the nest; Tiainen et al. 1989, Varjonen 1991) than during the stable 
population phases, and that this caused the low in the mean and the high in the coefficient of variation of brood 
size. Survival analysis on nest-card data (collected by the Natural History Museum of the University of Helsinki) 
supported the conclusion that the population decline was due to a decreased brood size caused by decreased K.

Invertebrate fauna
Invertebrates make up the most abundant animal group in grasslands and the other farmland. Many of the  
species provide ecosystem services such as pest control (both weeds and other invertebrates), pollination, dead 
organic matter decomposition and food for predatory invertebrates when there are no pests. Conventional farming 
makes use of these services less consciously, but organic farming is dependent on them (e.g. Geiger et al. 2010, 
Henneron et al. 2015, Hokkanen et al. 2017, Fan et al. 2018).

Quite many studies were conducted on invertebrates of grasslands. A general survey of beetles in the whole 
Finland was conducted by Raatikainen and Iivarinen (1986) in 1966–1968 with sweep-netting for beetle fauna 
of field layer in the same 54 areas where the vegetation inventory was made (see above). Their team collected 
a total of 443 beetle species in hay-fields, 12.7% of the total number of known beetle species in Finland. Of the 
species whose feeding habits were known, 50% were herbivores, 16% carnivores, 3% carni-herbivores and 31% 
fungivores or saprophages. The corresponding values for the total sample of 19214 individuals were 66.4, 23.6, 
0.5 and 9.5%, respectively. The composition of the beetle fauna suggested geographical zonation coincident 
with Finnish vegetation zones. A general survey was made also by Törmälä (1982a, b, 1986) who found 18 and 
45 species of leafhoppers (Auchenorrhyncha) in the beginning and at the end of July when comparing five sam-
pling methods in a reserved field (9-year old fallow without management; results of other invertebrate groups 
were not presented at species level). Törmälä and Raatikainen (1976) found 28 species of leafhoppers during  
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the growing season in the fifth year of the same fallow. Also Hokkanen and Raatikainen (1977b) studied the inver-
tebrate fauna on fallow fields (n = 51) being reserved 1–6 years after grass or spring-sown crops. They found 210 
invertebrates m-2 on an average in mid-summer with sweep-netting with 42% of leafhoppers, 18% of Hymenoptera, 
14% of Coleoptera and 26% of other groups. The abundance of invertebrates was higher in fallows after grass 
than spring crops and increased with the age of the fallow, but pests which decreased. The number of leafhopper 
species found by Huusela-Veistola and Vasarainen (2000) was 37 in perennial grass strips during a four-year study.

Predatory invertebrates

Few studies were made in modern intensively cultivated leys or in connection of intensive cattle production.  
Studies with an agronomic focus into insect pests and their natural enemies, especially polyphagous predators 
such as ground beetles (Carabidae), rove beetles (Staphylinidae) and spiders (Araneae) have been concentrated on 
arable crops like cereals which have more pest problems than intensive grasslands (leys, swards, silage, grazing).

Effects of semi-natural grasslands and different habitat management systems (e.g. perennial grass strips, fallows, 
set-asides) on diversity of arthropods were studied during the past decades (Huusela-Veistola 1998, 2000, Huusela 
-Veistola and Hyvönen 2006, Hokkanen et al. 2006b, Hyvönen and Huusela-Veistola 2011, Toivonen et al. 2018). 
These perennial semi-natural grassland habitats can maintain populations of polyphagous predators by providing 
alternative prey species and refuges. For example, the number of spiders was clearly higher in perennial un-cut 
grass strips (sown with a mixture of timothy, meadow fescue, red clover and white clover).

Overall permanent grasslands with rather simply vegetation diversity can maintain a diverse community of spiders 
and leafhoppers, and act as overwintering habitat for polyphagous predators in field ecosystems. Furthermore, the 
numbers of polyphagous predators in cereal fields are usually higher near grass strips than further away (Huusela-
Veistola 2000). However, perennial fallow grass strips and field margins can promote pest control in spring cereals 
(Toivonen et al. 2018). Thus, e.g., the buffer strip width affects the abundance of hemipteran assemblage. Gilbert 
et al. (2015) were interested in the abundance of hemipteran species belonging in the genus Nabis (generalist 
predators) and potential pests of cereal crops. Riparian buffer width was not associated with hemipteran species 
turnover, but differences in the degree of dominance by grasses, in plant species turnover, and the cultivated plant 
species in the adjacent field explained a significant proportion of variance in hemipteran species turnover. The 
abundance of predatory Nabis species increased with increasing riparian buffer width, whereas the abundance of 
recognized and potential crop pests decreased. Gilbert et al. (2015) conclude, however, that the management of 
riparian buffers for the enhancement of biological pest control by predatory hemipterans requires further study.

However, both intensity and type of management in grasslands affect insects and spider communities. Several 
factors in establishment and management of intensive grassland (e.g. seed mixture, diversity and structure of 
vegetation, age, intensity of cutting or grazing, cropping history, landscape) may affect abundances, diversity 
and communities of arthropods. Grazing can increase abundance and species richness of ground beetles and spi-
ders, but this depends on habitats (Halmeenpää et al. 2006, Hokkanen et al. 2006b). Effects of these factors differ  
between species and these have not been studied in Finland.

Spider communities of leys and winter cereal (rye, winter wheat) fields were studied by Huhta and Raatikainen 
(1974). Large-scale sampling with sweep netting was carried out representatively in all parts of Finland. They found 
a total of 61 spider species in leys and 49 in winter cereals (in both samples, the total n was 1133 individuals). In 
an earlier similar study, Raatikainen and Huhta (1968) found 65 species in oat fields (n = 761). The spider commu-
nities of leys, winter cereals and oat were strikingly similar, i.e. all three had the same four most abundant spe-
cies, and many even among the least abundant species in common. However, the total abundance (specimens per 
sample) was more than twice so big in winter cereals compared with leys and oat, but species diversity (measured 
with Shannon index) was lowest in winter cereals and did not differ between the other two. Most spiders found 
belonged to species which prefer high illumination and moisture. The spider community was like what had been 
found in Estonian and Polish natural meadows (Kajak 1960, Vilbaste 1964, 1965), and it is believed that the farm-
land spider fauna mainly originates from littoral habitats (including natural meadows) (Tischler 1958).

Carabid beetle (Carabidae, Coleoptera) communities were extensively studied in Lammi, southern Häme in the 
1990s. In the first study, several aspects of the assemblage or community diversity were studied at three levels of 
spatial scale, the field, the patch (block) of farmland (defined as the open farmland area with one or several farms 
from one forest edge to the other), and between patches lying some kilometers from each other. The studied crops 
were ley, grassy set-aside, spring cereal, potato and sugar beet. Sampling of carabids was made with pit-fall traps 
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throughout the growing season. The main result was that carabid communities significantly varied among patches 
of farmland but not between fields of different crops within patches (Kinnunen et al. 2001). Only communities 
in potato fields were found to resemble each other among patches. Thus, the carabid beetle community diver-
sity in leys and set-asides (total number of species 51 and 57, respectively, with a sample size of 1265 and 1832 
individuals, respectively) was not different from that of other crop types excepting potato. Varis et al. (1984) had  
already earlier compared the carabid community of cabbage, sugar beet and timothy fields in one study site. The 
communities were quite similar, the timothy somewhat differing from the other two habitats.

On the other hand, spatial isolation from other farmland has a significant impact on the carabid assemblage.  
Kinnunen et al. (1996) studied carabid beetles in Lammi in two years with the focus on isolation of small fields 
(0.1–4.3 ha) surrounded by forest. The habitat was either ley or set-side sown with a grass mixture. They found 
that the mean number of species and individuals were largest in large farmland patches and smallest in small iso-
lated patches (total number of species 67 with a sample of 6773 individuals). However, as the sample size varied 
much the expected number of species for a fixed sample size did not significantly vary. This compares with the 
study of Hokkanen et al. (2006b) who studied carabids in Tohmajärvi (North Karelia) for four years. They found 
the total of 43 species (1411 individuals) and 46 species (3480 individuals) in grazed and non-grazed parts of a 
meadow which had formerly been an intensively cultivated ley.

In a further study area with 150 fields, carabid beetles were sampled with pitfall traps in 27 fields. Here, the  
carabid community in grassy set-asides differed from other crop types (Kinnunen and Tiainen 1999). Among 8652  
individuals and 59 species, almost 70% of beetles of grassy set-asides belonged to autumn-breeding species, while 
almost 80% of individuals belonged to spring-breeding species in fields tilled in spring. The number of autumn 
breeders increased towards the end of summer. It seems that leys and grassy set-asides provide wintering habitat 
for autumn-breeding carabid beetles. Ekroos et al. (2010b) found that activity densities of carabid species were 
higher in conventional mixed farms than in organic or conventional cereal farms.

Dung-inhabiting beetles

Dung beetles play a central role in decomposition of cow pats on pastures (Hanski and Cambefort 1991). They 
provide many ecosystem services, such as the recycling of nutrients, the aeration of soil, control of invertebrate 
parasites and even the dispersal of plant seeds (Roslin et al. 2014). Recent evidence suggests that they may even 
affect the climate, by modifying fluxes of greenhouse gases from cow pats (Roslin et al. 2014) but the magnitude 
of the effect is minor (Maljanen et al. 2012). Pastures are important habitats especially for dung beetles, and 
a widespread loss of pasture habitats may have severe effects on their assemblages (Roslin 1999, 2000, 2001,  
Roslin and Koivunen 2001). The resources of dung beetles are highly patchy and temporary (cow pats), and the 
persistence of populations depends on the mobility and dispersal capacity of adult beetles.

Dung is an energy-rich resource for a large community of invertebrate animals, both as food and a habitat for  
reproduction. Koskela (1972, Hanski and Koskela 1977, 1978, Koskela and Hanski 1977) studied the whole dung-
inhabiting (adult) beetle community in two study sites in southern Finland with reference to the seasonal, macro-
habitat and successional gradients. The data comprised 50 coprophagous and 129 carnivorous species of Hydro-
philidae, Staphylinidae, Oxytelinae and Scarabaeidae (in addition to beetles, representatives of many fly families 
live in dung; e.g. Haarto et al. 2002). Hence, the number of species in the communities was considerable. After a 
thorough niche analysis, they suggested that the patchy distribution and transient occurrence of suitable micro-
habitats contribute to the coexistence of many ecologically similar species. Considering all insects, Hanski (1987) 
listed a total 250 species belonging to 21 families or subfamilies in the fauna of dung in a typical south Finnish 
pasture; Roslin et al. (2014) added some tens of species in 15 families.

Dung beetles, 51 species in the superfamily Scarabaeoidea in Finland (Roslin et al. 2014), were studied in more 
detail. Dung beetles thrived well in former kind of pastures which were abundant in Finland still for half a  
century ago, but then the intensification and more recent industrialisation of farming is reflected also in the abun-
dance and distribution of dung beetles: 25 of the species are threatened or near threatened (I. Hanski in Roslin 
and Heliövaara 2007, Roslin et al. 2014, Malmberg et al. 2019). According to Hanski, the abundance and species 
number of dung beetles naturally indicate not only the number of dung producers, but also on what kind of pas-
tures animals are held.

First quantitative studies of dung-inhabiting beetles in Finland were done by Rainio (1966). He studied scara-
beid, histerid, Sphaeridium, and silphid beetles from equal-weight dung heaps which he had placed in field and  
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collected the beetles from them at 10-day intervals. The analysis revealed that, among other things, the nature 
(cow, horse, sheep, and pig dung) of dung and shadiness of the pasture affected the beetle abundance. Several 
species preferred or avoided certain kind of dung. However, Hanski and Kuusela (1983) found that cow and 
sheep dung communities of Aphodius show a difference in their abundance relations (less evenly distributed in 
sheep dung), but the difference is smaller in areas where the two types of community are in close proximity, and  
frequent between-community movements are possible. The number of species Rainio (1966) found in his study 
area was 22 for scarabeids, 5 histerids, 5 silphids and 3 hydrophilids.

Some traits which make Fennoscandian dung beetles sensitive to environmental change will also render them 
functionally efficient, their functional and response traits (body size and nesting strategy either as dwellers or tun-
nelers) being linked (Piccini et al. 2018). Among these dung beetle species, 75% of tunnelers and 30% of dwellers 
are classified as threatened. Nesting strategy significantly affects the probability of a species being threatened 
and constitutes a response trait. Effect traits varied with the ecological function investigated: density-dependent 
dung removal was influenced by both nesting strategy and body mass, whereas methane emissions varied with 
body mass and nutrient cycling with nesting strategy. Thus, the findings of Piccini et al. (2018) suggest that among 
Scandinavian dung beetles, nesting strategy is both a response and an effect trait, with tunnellers being more  
efficient in providing several ecological functions and also being more sensitive to extinction.

Roslin et al. (2014) regarded changes in cattle farming practices as the most important threat to many Nordic dung 
beetle populations. In particular, the decline in grazing of pastures on warm, meagre, dry and/or sandy soils seems 
a prime concern for many specialized species. The decline in the general density of pastures also likely contributes 
to the decline of many small and weakly dispersive species, along with antiparasitic treatment and a general  
shortening of the grazing period.

Pollinators

Leys are mainly grown for grass production, and their main species are wind-polluted graminids. If dicot plants 
also grow in leys, many groups of insect pollinators are present. These include, among others, honeybees Apis  
mellifera, bumblebees Bombus spp., cuckoo bumblebees Psithyrus spp., and butterflies. In local bumblebee com-
munities, the number of species seems be related to proboscis length of foraging individuals and corolla tube 
depth of flowering resource plants (Ranta and Vepsäläinen 1981). Thus, Ranta and Tiainen (1982) found that when 
the structure of bumblebee communities of meadow-like abandoned fields was expressed in terms of diversity 
of proboscis lengths and corolla tube depths, a positive correlation was found. Thus, their results suggested that 
species with similar proboscis tend to co-occur on fields with availability of appropriate corolla tubes. Hence, the 
diversity of flowering dicot vegetation leads to larger local bumblebee diversity.

Bumblebee species richness and abundance was studied in leys with red clover Trifolium pratense at the South 
Savo Experimental Station of Agricultural Research Centre in Mikkeli in the 1960s and 1970s (Valle et al. 1960, 
1964, Mela 1969, Teräs 1976a). The interest in bumblebees was due to their role in pollinating the red clover and 
thus their impact on seed production; such studies had been made already since the 1930s (Valle 1955, for litera-
ture, see Teräs 1976a). No other studies have been carried out in leys in Finland, but numerous related studies in 
field margins, buffer zones, set-asides and environmental fallows were conducted since the late 1990s (Bäckman 
and Tiainen 2002, Teräs 1976b, Toivonen et al. 2015, 2016). These studies provide a valuable basis for assessment 
of the biodiversity capacity of grass under different management regimes.

In Mikkeli, Teräs (1976a) observed eleven species of bumblebees during 1972–1974, the most common of which 
were B. lucorum, B. pascuorum, and B. hortorum. The annual abundance varied much, and it was generally lower 
than Valle et al. (1964) and Mela (1969) found in the same area in the 1960s. In contrast to bumblebees, honey-
bees did not play a role in clover pollination in Karila. An increase in the number of different dicot food plants in-
creased the abundance of less numerous bumblebee species (Teräs 1976a, 1985). The abundance of bumblebees 
was higher near the field edge than in the centre of the field (Teräs 1976a). Teräs (1976b) also followed bumble-
bees’ (and cuckoo bumblebees’) flower visits during one summer on an uncultivated field. He found 59 species of 
nectar providing flowering plant species. The most visited ones were Salix spp. in May, Geum rivale, Vicia sepium 
and Rubus idaeus in June, Vicia cracca and Trifolium pratense in July and early August, and Solidago virgaurea at 
the end of August. Different species visited different flower species, their choice mainly depending on the depth 
of the corolla tube and length of tongue. Male bumblebees and cuckoo bumblebees preferred tall composites.

Already Teräs (1976a, 1985) found that field margins are used by a higher number of bumblebee species than 
the field itself because the dicotyledonous plant species richness is higher there. Bäckman and Tiainen (2002)  
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conducted an extensive bumblebee and cuckoo bumblebee census in field margins in the agricultural environ-
ments in Lammi in relation to habitat availability and quality of field margins. They found a total of 15 species and 
that the expected number of species for a sample of 200 counted individuals varied from some 6 to the maximal 
15. Species richness and total density were higher in farmland areas where field margins had more dicot flowers 
rather than being grassy. Abundance and flowering phenology of a limited number of flower species during the 
bumblebee breeding season were the most important factors explaining bumblebee visits in field margins. The 
most important flower species was Trifolium medium. The width of field margins was significantly related to the 
total density of bumblebees and cuckoo bumblebees, but not species number or diversity.

Ekroos et al. (2008) studied how field boundary habitat quality and farming system (organic or conventional)  
affect species richness and abundance of bumblebees and diurnal lepidopterans. The results showed positive  
effects of field boundary area on lepidopteran diversity, as well as positive effects of nectar flower abundance on 
the abundance of both groups. Organic farming did not show any significant effect on lepidopteran diversity, but 
bumblebee diversity tended to be higher at organic plots, which suggests that these important pollinators are 
able to react on even small changes in habitat quality of cultivated lands. Pöyry et al. (2009) found that habitat 
quality and, for declining butterflies and moths, well-connected networks of semi-natural grasslands explained 
better species richness and total abundance than habitat patch size.

Traditional grazing and mowing have been important factors in both the creation and maintenance of semi-natural 
grasslands of high floral and faunal diversity (e.g. Pykälä 2001, Saarinen and Jantunen 2005, Pöyry 2007).  
Different butterfly and moth species are dependent on various vegetation heights and temperature condition 
and, therefore, their community diversity is favoured by varying modes of management (Pöyry et al. 2004, 2005, 
2006, 2009). Saarinen (2002a, b) found that species diversity of butterfly communities was smaller in grazed 
than semi-natural grasslands because there was less nectar producing plants in the former ones. Saarinen and  
Jantunen (2002, 2005) studied the ecological impact of mowing and grazing on grassland butterflies in eight mown 
and eight grazed pastures under traditional animal husbandry in Northwest Russia and adjacent Finland. They 
found the total of 48 butterfly species in 1997–1999 and that the fauna was rather similar under both manage-
ment regimes. Species richness and diversity, and total abundance did not significantly differ between meadows 
and pastures, yet meadows were preferred by more species. Results from an ordination analysis were interpreted 
to show that butterfly communities were affected more by the origin and age of the grassland than the present 
management methods. Surrounding landscape, the abundance of nectar plants and the intensity of tilling were 
the most important factors differentiating older grasslands from the younger ones evolved from old Finnish hay 
fields cultivated prior to the 1940s. In addition, Pöyry (2007) working on restoration of semi-natural grasslands, 
found that highest species richness and peak abundance of most individual species of butterflies and moths were 
observed in relatively tall grassland vegetation suggesting that less intensive management is preferred in order to 
maintain biodiversity of butterflies. He also concluded that the ecological requirement of all species and species 
groups are probably never met at a one site and consequently target should be in having differently managed  
areas at regional scale (Pöyry 2007, see also Johansen et al. 2019).

Toivonen et al. (2015, 2016) experimentally studied pollinator communities in different landscape contexts on  
environmental fallows established with different meadow plant seed mixtures. They found that bumblebees were 
most abundant in early successional stages with many nectar providing flower plant species whereas butterflies 
benefitted from long-term grassland fallows. The results showed that diversity of both butterflies and bumble-
bees can be enhanced both in open and forest-dominated landscapes. For conservation of habitat specialists and 
less mobile species they found that retention of long-term fallows is apparently a good option in grassland-rich 
landscapes.

Soil biota
Soil biodiversity is crucial for grass cultivation and the whole agricultural ecosystem due to ecosystem services 
it provides (e.g. nutrient cycling, soil structure and water regulation). Soil biota consists of fauna (e.g. earth-
worms and springtails) and microbial community (bacteria, fungi and archaea). We were able to find only a 
few Finnish scientific papers focusing on below-ground biota in various agroecosystems including pastures, and 
none about the effects of intensive silage cultivation on biodiversity of below-ground soil organisms. In Swe-
den, Persson & Lohm (1977) made a more comprehensive assessment of the abundance, biomass and respi-
ratory metabolism for about 250 species living in an abandoned field. Lagerlöf et al. (2002) studied the earth-
worm (Lumbricidae) community in a cereal field, surrounding field boundaries (640 m long) and a pasture ad-
joining to the field near Uppsala, Central Sweden. Their expectation was that the abundance and biomass of 
earthworms would have been larger in field boundaries and the pasture, but in fact these increased towards 
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the centre of the field. They suggested, however, that situations can occur when the earthworm popula-
tions in the field decline, and the boundaries may serve as sources from where re-immigration can take place. 
Nieminen et al. (2011) found that grazed pastures had more than three times higher earthworm biomass than 
non-grazed agricultural fields. In addition, Mikola et al. (2009) found that among soil fauna, grazing increased 
the abundance of Aporrectodea earthworms and fungivorous nematodes living and feeding in rhitzosphere,  
i.e. grazing increases root defoliation and thus more food is available for root feeders. In contrast, the abundance 
of detritivorous enchytraeids and Lumbricus earthworms feeding mostly decayed litter on soil surface decreased, 
i.e. food availability for litter feeders was reduced because less litter ends on soil surface in grazed pastures. How-
ever, the mechanisms were more mixed, with effects explained by defoliation, patchy excreta return, and cow 
trampling. Microbial-feeding nematodes, enchytraeids and earthworms did not appear to benefit from the dung 
and urine addition. Mikola et al. (2009) concluded that spatial distribution of resource return has a significant 
role in determining the effects on soil organisms in pastures. In Finland, overgrazing is not common in large scale 
on pastures except on animal concentration areas like water points although trampling is shown to compact soil 
during grazing years in Finland, too (Saarijärvi 2008, Mikola et al. 2009).

In addition, we found two reports comparing the abundance of earthworms in organic and conventionally farmed 
fields in Finland. Palojärvi et al. (2002) found that there were no consistent differences in earthworm abundances 
of adjacent organic and conventional cropping systems. Nuutinen and Haukka (1990) did neither find clear differ-
ences in the earthworm species composition between organic and conventional cropping systems. They observed 
highest abundances of earthworms and their cocoons in organically cultivated vetch ley. However, data of previous 
studies did not allow differentiation between meadows and conventionally tilled soils.

Hokkanen et al. (2006c) studied the nematodes in meadows, birch forests and mixed forests in Tohmajärvi, 
North Karelia each treatment having three plot pairs with grazing and non-grazing in 1995 and 2006. Number of  
nematode genera was quite similar between the sites but, as expected, the nematode community composition 
of the meadow differed from that of near forest pastures. The nematode community in meadow comprised 70 
taxa which belonged to 53 genera. Six of the genera (Plectus, Rhabditis, Eucephalobus, Chiloplacus, Eudorylaimus, 
Pratylenchus) were found in all meadow samples. In meadows, higher nematode abundance and biomass were 
found in non-gazed areas. The proportion of bacterial feeders increased in grazed areas. However, heterogeneity 
of study sites and inconsistency in the results among the pairs makes further conclusions difficult.

Studies regarding other organisms of grassland soil fauna are almost missing in Finland. Komonen and Kataja-aho 
(2017) studied springtails (Collembola) in meadows, pastures and road verges in Central Finland. The number of 
species was higher in meadows and road verges (40 and 39 species, respectively) than in pastures (33 species) 
but unfortunately their data were too small for statistical comparisons. The somewhat smaller species number in 
pastures may result from animals trampling on pitfall traps, which was commonly observed, or soil compaction 
(Komonen and Kataja-aho 2017). Törmälä (1979) estimated the biomass proportions of soil fauna (excluding 
Protozoa, Tardigrada and Rotatoria) and found that, in July, of the 9.6 g dry weight m-2 Lumbricidae (73.1%),  
Enchytraidae (5.7%), Oribatei (5.0%) and Nematoda (4.4%) were the most dominant groups in a reserved field. In 
September, the biomass of dipteran larvae was 1.0 g dw m-2 in the same field.

In spite of the importance of microbes, quite little research has been carried out on Finnish arable soils. Some 
studies have focused on some specific microbial activity in grasslands. For example, Nykänen et al. (2008) studied 
the efficiency of nitrogen fixation of nitrogen-fixing bacteria in the root nodules of clover. Palojärvi et al. (2000) 
did not find consistent differences on soil quality properties between organic and conventional fields. However, 
microbial biomass nitrogen and basal respiration were higher under organic farming. Potentially, some specific 
measures like crop rotation with grass ley seemed to support soil biota, regardless of the management system. 
Thus, Manoharan et al. (2017) found that the functional genes of microbial communities had higher abundance 
and diversity of sequences coding for enzymes degrading soil organic matter in grasslands than in winter wheat soil.

Dung is a major input of nutrients and carbon into soil food web in livestock based agricultural systems. Slade 
et al. (2016b) studied the interaction of dung beetles and soil microbes in dung decomposition. They found that 
the microbial communities were distinct in soil and dung samples but converged over the course of their experi-
ment. Thus, the interaction between dung beetles and microbial communities in dung and soil provides a link in 
biochemical cycling in agricultural systems. During this process, dung beetle communities modified some aspects 
of both microbial community structure and functioning both in the dung pats and in the soil underneath them. 
With these results, they suggested that the beetles may serve as mobile links between decomposition processes 
occurring above and below ground. The interaction between microbiota in dung and dung beetles, greenhouse 
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gas fluxes from dung, and beetle size, survival and reproduction may be affected by antibiotic treatment of live-
stock. Indeed, Hammer et al. (2016) found that antibiotic treatment restricted microbiota in dung beetles, and, 
unexpectedly, also raised methane fluxes from dung, possibly by altering the interactions between methanogenic 
archaea and bacteria in rumen and dung environments. These cascading ecological effects that extend beyond the 
target animal are, however, not as severe and threatening in Finnish animal husbandry as in some other countries 
because antibiotics are not routinely used to improve livestock health and growth in Finland.

Regarding soil monitoring, the soil quality concept and its importance in the study of Finnish arable soils were re-
viewed by Palojärvi and Nuutinen (2002); the review includes chemical, physical and biological properties. How-
ever, the largest monitoring programme ‘VALSE’ on Finnish arable soils covers chemical indicators only (Heikkinen 
et al. 2013). 

Aquatic ecosystems
Diffuse pollution from agriculture and forestry is the most notable stressor impairing the condition of surface  
waters in Finland. In farmland, field margins and shelter belts reduce nutrient load and erosion from fields with 
variable efficiency depending on the width of the verge, soil type and exposure (Puustinen et al. 2019). Agriculture 
alone has been estimated to cause 60% of phosphorus and 50% of nitrogen loading to inland waters being heaviest 
in southern and western parts of Finland (Nyroos et al. 2006).

Phosphorus is the limiting nutrient for eutrophication in inland waters in Finland (Niemi et al. 2004). In comparison 
with croplands, grasslands reduce erosion and, consequently, the transfer of particulate P from land to water, but 
the concentration of dissolved P in surface runoff from grasslands can be high (Turtola and Kemppainen 1998). 
The P load from silage production has been shown to be clearly lower (Puustinen et al. 2019) whereas P load 
from pastures is similar (Järvenranta et al. 2014) to the Finnish reference value from agricultural production in  
general (1.1 kg P ha-1; Tattari et al. 2017). In contrast to P, N is leached mainly through the soil. Whereas leaching of  
mineral N is low, using slurry and organic N has increased N leaching risk from silage leys up to 11–54 kg ha-1 year-

1 (Räty et al. 2018). Buffer zones significantly reduce the nitrogen load from fields (Valkama et al. 2019).

Over the decades, impact assessment in Finland has focused on water quality, and very little knowledge exists 
on aquatic species or community level effects (e.g. fish, macroinvertebrates, macrophytes and phytoplankton) or 
ecosystem functioning (e.g. periphytic primary production). A recent study suggests, however, that agricultural  
diffuse pollution reduces the diversity of several lotic taxa, and even overwhelms the effects of hydromorphological 
modifications of channels (Turunen et al. 2016). However, the role of grass cultivation cannot be separated from 
the other agricultural nutrient load.

Discussion

As expected, our literature review revealed livestock production to have an impact on both taxonomic and func-
tional biodiversity. However, the extent of information varied a lot among groups of organisms. Most information 
was available on plants, birds and some invertebrate groups and least information on below-ground soil biodi-
versity. The impact is mediated through intensification of land-use, grass cultivation or both, which both relate to 
continuation of former animal husbandry or abandonment of it. Intensive grass production is practiced in cattle 
farms and their neighbourhood whereas elsewhere grasslands are more or less extensively managed. In general, 
we found that the amount, quality, spatial distribution in different scales of grass habitats, both intensively culti-
vated and grazed, were important determinants of biodiversity, and that different populations even within a spe-
cies group are favoured by different kind of management. From the biodiversity point of view, it is urgent to keep 
and as far possible increase diversity of different kind of grasslands in all spatial scales.

Biodiversity
The results demonstrated how biodiversity is affected adversely by the concentration of animal husbandry  
regionally and locally which results in uneven distribution of grasslands (Supplementary information: Table 1). 
Large parts of Finland in the south and west have very little animal husbandry left whereas mixed farms with dairy  
cattle were typical also here still in the 1960s after which a steep decline started. At the same time, the  
intensity of remaining grass production increased (Fig. 2). Livestock farms intensively produce grass, but they 
have also extensive grasslands. Other kind of farms do not cultivate grass intensively, and they may have 
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hay fields to cultivate fodder for horse farms, or only extensive grasslands such as fallows, set-asides, field  
margins, shelter belts, buffer zones and possibly semi-natural grasslands. The extent of extensively managed 
grasslands is mostly unknown; such information is available only for fallows and set-asides whose amount is  
regulated with agricultural policy.

Our review demonstrated that quite much is known about biodiversity in extensively managed grasslands, but very 
little in intensively managed grasslands, especially silage and green fodder fields. As extensive grasslands provide 
habitat for a rich flora and fauna, their preservation is important. However, the whole spectrum of extensive grass-
lands is not well represented in agricultural context because most semi-natural habitat types are threatened and 
rare (Lehtomaa et al. 2018). Also the amount and impact of extensively managed grasslands is declining because 
there is a tendency to intensify land-use by unifying fields which destroys habitats and biodiversity because open 
ditches and margins are thereby removed (the strategy from 2014 for reallocation of pieces of land recognises all 
benefits but does not consider biodiversity impacts; MMM 2015). The amount of extensive grasslands was already 
declined when European Union reduced from the 10% set-aside demand in 2007 and adopted the new greening 
policy with much smaller grass area demand. This provides a task for land use optimization and preservation of 
habitat mosaic at the farm level and between farms (Tiainen et al. 2004a, Landis 2017, Peltonen-Sainio et al. 2019).

The review shows convincingly how disappearance of cattle production has caused a decline of biodiversity in 
large areas of southern and western Finland. However, the decline of cattle production has not only caused biodi-
versity decreases, since a new community composition may have preserved diversity. Later biodiversity declines 
may have followed the decrease in the amount of low-intensity grasslands caused by landscape changes. Also, 
abandonment of traditional management of semi-natural grasslands has caused biodiversity losses (Pykälä 2001, 
2007, Jantunen 2003a, b, Pöyry 2007). In these areas, other kind of extensive grasslands partially compensate the 
disappearance of semi-natural grasslands and pastures. Horses and sheep have nowadays again become more 
common in southern Finland, but their impact on local or regional biodiversity has not been studied.

The review revealed lacks in the knowledge of biodiversity in intensive grass production as such and especially 
in relation to arable farming which is the most likely alternative (production form) for many farms. Firstly, there 
is virtually almost no research on intensive grass fields but the few records of non-cultivated plant species  
(Suppl. Table 6). Secondly, milk production is increasingly concentrated in large units where the cattle are 
kept in large cowsheds from where they usually have the access only to small recreational pastures. Pastures 
support rich biological communities and ecological processes, and their biodiversity will suffer when grazing 
is abandoned. Thirdly, the number of dairy farms is decreasing in southern and western Finland and a large part of 
farms giving up with milk production switch to arable farming, mainly grain production. In eastern and northern 
Finland, also fields of farms abandoning cattle farming, if remaining and growing cattle farms can buy or hire them. 
There is a clear lack of direct estimation how these changes affect different aspects of biodiversity, perhaps except 
for birds and mammals. Moreover, the intensity of grass production tends to increase in growing cattle farms, but 
also the impact of this on biodiversity requires research.

An important question is whether there is some threshold for the proportion of grasslands under which regional 
biodiversity will be reduced. Answering this question would need also an assessment of species specialization 
to various grasslands. For many bird species, the landscape context, i.e. whether there are grasslands or not, is  
important. Also, half of dung inhabiting beetles have become threatened in lack of their resource. For many dung 
-inhabiting species or species groups, it has been found that their abundance and even prevalence is lowered 
when there are less grasslands, which has, however, usually been connected to the disappearance of cattle from 
the landscape (Roslin 2000, 2001, Roslin and Koivunen 2001, Roslin et al. 2014). The dung-inhabiting beetles are 
not able to use liquid manure and, hence, they cannot provide the ecosystem service which may have on effect 
on greenhouse gas emissions. For butterflies Ekroos et al. (2010a) found homogenization of the community in 
field margins or semi-natural meadows, probably as a result of declined availability of suitable breeding habitat. 
Not much information was available on responses of aquatic biodiversity. The grass cultivation effects are lumped 
with other forms of land use due to their mosaic structure in watersheds, but the effects are likely in the lower 
end of the scale.

Ecosystem services
Our literature review showed the information on ecosystem services provided by biodiversity to be limited. An 
extensive literature review into the ecosystem services provided by field margins showed that field margin and 
non-crop vegetation around agricultural lands can provide various benefits including pest control, crop pollina-
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tion, reduced offsite erosion, organic matter decomposition and nutrient cycling as well as enhancement of rare 
and endangered species, both above and below ground organisms (Mkenda et al. 2019: 18). The significance of 
biodiversity should be understood through ecosystem functioning, services and resilience, but the quantitative 
relationship between them is still poorly understood (see de Groot et al. 2016). In general, models and studies 
have shown that increasing species richness enhances the maintenance of several ecosystem processes (Quijas 
and Balvanera 2013). Structurally complex agricultural landscapes allow for the maintenance of biodiversity that 
is expected to contribute to the maintenance of various ecosystem services (Tscharntke et al. 2005). Grassland 
biodiversity provides important ecosystem services, such as natural pest control (birds, invertebrates), alternative 
and overwintering habitat for invertebrate predators, food and alternative habitat for pollinators, dung composting, 
carbon accumulation, nutrient recycling in soil, and absorbing nutrients and solid mineral particles from surface 
waters. Nowadays, farmers are increasingly aware on their dependence of ecosystem services provided by biota, 
especially in organic farming (Eyre et al. 2013, Tscharntke et al. 2016).

Regarding climate change, the relationship of biodiversity and GHG fluxes and sequestration of carbon into earth 
is recognized but its quantitative significance needs still deeper understanding. Several recent papers suggest 
also that dung beetles may affect the fluxes of GHGs from cattle farming. Piccini et al. (2017, see also Penttilä 
et al. 2013, Slade et al. 2017) found that the overall presence of dung-inhabiting beetles significantly affected 
the GHG fluxes, but different species contributed unequally to the emissions. With three common dung beetle  
species, dung proved to emit less gases than did beetle-free dung, the reduction being –32%. The fourth species 
in the experiment, a large tunneler (Copris lunaris), provided a disservice, as it significantly increased the CH4 flux.

Maljanen et al. (2012) and Slade et al. (2016a) put previous findings into context. Maljanen et al. (2012) found 
that CH4 emission from pastures in Central Finland was low and only 0.2% of annual emission of a dairy cow. In 
addition, Slade et al. (2016a), using Finland as an example, assessed GHG emissions at three scales: the dung pat, 
pasture ecosystem, and whole lifecycle of milk or beef production. They found that at the first two scales, dung  
beetles reduced emission by up to 7% and 12%, respectively, mainly through large reductions in methane  
emissions. However, at the lifecycle level, dung beetles accounted for only a 0.05–0.13% reduction of overall 
GHG emissions. They explained the mismatch from the fact that in intensive production systems, only a limited  
fraction of all cow dung ends up as pats on pastures, offering a limited scope for dung beetle mitigation of GHG fluxes.

Kaartinen et al. (2013) estimated that an average fraction of 68% of the original cow dung disappears due to 
evaporation and microbial activity. Another 13% disappears due to invertebrate activity, whereas 10% remains by 
the end of the season in southernmost Finland, but 26% in Lapland. Of the dung decomposed by invertebrates,  
dor beetles Geotrupes spp. accounted for 61%, earthworms 28% and Aphodius dung dwellers for 11%. One third 
of the amount decomposed by dor beetles was buried under the cow pat, and about two-thirds were consumed.

Even if below ground soil fauna and microbial community has a high redundancy i.e. saturation of function at low 
levels of species richness, the research on soil organism biodiversity and its function is not irrelevant (Wolters 
2001). In fact, the Soil Thematic Strategy (Commission of the European Communities 2002) highlighted the soil 
biodiversity as a key component of soil quality. For example, several soil fauna and micro-organisms, in association 
with plant roots, ensure plant litter degradation, carbon sequestration, nutrient cycling, participate on pest and 
disease control in soil and consequently, also on greenhouse gas emissions. In addition, soil structure and water 
infiltration in the soil are largely controlled by soil fauna, especially earthworms, and soil micro-organisms. These 
services are not only critical to the functioning of natural ecosystems but are also important for sustainable agri-
cultural production and mitigation of climate change (Pulleman et al. 2012, Creamer et al. 2016, Plantureux et al. 
2016). The functioning soil fauna and microbial community are essential also for maintenance of water quality in 
aquatic systems of agricultural landscapes (Brussaard 1997).

Conclusions and prospects

Livestock production is important for biodiversity, the impact depending on production intensity. Information  
regarding different groups of organisms and management intensities varies a lot. Least information is available on 
soil biodiversity, which supports important ecosystem services, such as carbon sequestration and nutrient cycling. 
This information would be crucial for understanding the role of agricultural soil biodiversity in the prevention of 
climate change. A future challenge will be how to maintain the biodiversity supported by livestock production since 
there are demands for decreasing production due to its large role on ecosystems degradation and climate change.
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Intensive production offers limited value to replace the high biodiversity value of semi-natural pastures. However, 
in developing the production systems by adding biodiversity as one target there are some possibilities for  
improvement. This topic is currently gaining more attention in Europe, especially among those EU countries where 
agricultural land and grassland covers a large proportion of the land area. Crop rotations, crop species mixtures 
and permanent soil cover crops are techniques used to increase yield stability and soil fertility. These also have 
positive effects on biodiversity in general on both local (landscape or farm) and regional level. In addition, the  
introduction of grazing animals in farming cycles helps to retain biodiversity. The conservation and enhancement 
of biodiversity in cropping systems both above and below ground are prerequisites for sustainable farming. As a 
consequence, biodiversity is also improved in other parts of the environment, such as aquatic systems.

It is clear that more research is needed in developing intensive dairy systems that incorporate specific measures 
to improve biodiversity in the Finnish context. More research is also needed into the interacting roles of  
intensive grass and other agricultural production and biodiversity for producing ecosystem services, such as  
integrating above- and below-ground ecosystem functions better into agricultural practices, carbon sequestration 
and prevention of GHG emissions.
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