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Voice from the Wild (A Letter from the Editors)

This issue of RCN goes to press just as revelers and merrymakers across

Russia excuse themselves from tables lavishly laid for the year’s most

eagerly awaited holiday.  In Russia, the New Year is met with inexhaustible

zest and fervor; it is a time to greet the future open armed, as well as a time to

reflect contemplatively on the year outgoing.  But for Russia’s protected areas,

and indeed, the entire conservation community, 2003 came to an inauspi-

cious close and offered little cause to celebrate.  In the year’s waning

moments, a salvo of explosive action by the Ministry of Natural Resources left

the country’s zapovedniks and national parks shell-shocked, and wondering if

this convulsive assault wasn’t but a harbinger of bloodier battles ahead.  

We open this issue of Russian Conservation News with a roundup of the

latest and most alarming actions undertaken by Russia’s ever-enigmatic

Ministry of Natural Resources. If you find confounding the Ministry’s now

infamous, and certainly foreboding, telegram, sent December 5, to the

country’s zapovedniks and national parks, informing them of their “inex-

pediency;” if you scratch your head in wonder after reading about the

Ministry’s subsequent decree, which senselessly restructures protected area

staffing; or if you consider the last minute meeting of protected area direc-

tors held at the Ministry on December 25, so ludicrous as to be nearly

implausible; you are not alone. As you thumb through the pages of this

journal, dedicated and talented staff in zapovedniks and national parks

Russia-wide are contemplating the security of their jobs and the integrity

of the system to which they have given such a large part of their lives.

Their plight – the plight of the zapovedniks and national parks – has

attracted attention and garnered support from the public and concerned

conservationists in Russia and abroad.

Advocates of the imperiled system appreciate – or at least see – what, it

seems, so many of its official stewards do not: the world’s preeminent sys-

tem of protected nature areas and a treasure trove of ecosystems and

species rare and wonderful.  In this issue of Russian Conservation News, we

share with you some of these treasures.  We invite you to journey with us

to the Russian Far East, a region of remarkable landscapes and exceptional

biodiversity, where a seemingly impossible collision of habitats, species,

and cultures will fill your gaze and capture your imagination. You will

come to appreciate, we are sure, the extent to which this unique land has

been etched into the minds and hearts of its people, and how, in turn, man

has inscribed his mark on the land.  

We will highlight efforts underway by conservationists to address the Far

East’s many conservation challenges and focus special attention on the

ecoregional strategy which guides conservation efforts in the region. We

will present one of the most outstanding examples of cooperative work in

the Far East to date – a conservation action plan, which was collaborative-

ly developed and will be jointly implemented by a coalition of local NGOs.

We will also familiarize you with one of the cornerstones of this plan – the

creation of an integrated network of protected areas, including zapoved-

niks, nature parks, zakazniks and corridors, which will play a vital role in

landscape preservation and species conservation.  Although, given the

events of the last month, one can’t help but wonder what the future might

hold for this, and Russia’s many other innovative conservation initiatives. 

We at RCN wish you the best for the new year and offer our hope that 2004

might bring a shift in the prevailing winds, and that Russia’s protected areas

– in the Far East, and in many other beautiful and surprising regions – will

endure this latest assault, and continue their mission to protect and preserve

the country’s, and indeed, the world’s natural treasures.

Brown bear (Ursus arctos) emerging

from hibernation. Cover drawing by
Irina Filus, Altaisky Zapovednik.
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By Nikolai Maleshin

T
he Ministry of Natural Resources

held the Third All-Russian

Congress of Nature Conservation in

Moscow, November 19-21, 2003. The

President’s “welcome address,”

which was neither read by the

President nor, in fact, so very wel-

coming, noted that the Congress

happened to coincide with the fif-

teenth anniversary of the creation of

Russia’s first federal organ for nature

conservation.  Though likely lost on

the emissary standing in for Putin,

the searing irony that this anniver-

sary be recognized at all, certainly

found an appreciative audience

among more astute Congress partici-

pants.  It was, after all, the welcome’s

author, President Vladimir Putin,

who three and a half years prior, had

liquidated the State Committee for

Ecology, the successor agency to the

organ in question.  

Vitaly Artyukhov, the Minister of

Natural Resources, demonstrated a

similarly selective memory in his

address to delegates. He made bold

pronouncements about Russia “at

last” having a “properly functioning”

and “well supported” network of

protected areas, and attributed this

and other advancements to the

“wise” decision to unite nature con-

servation and resource management

functions within one agency.

Artyukhov’s statements were com-

pletely unfounded. As Russian

Conservation News has reported in

many previous issues, not a single

new zapovednik or national park

has been created in Russia over the

last three years, and exisiting

reserves are severly underfunded 

Another convenient manipulation of

fact can be found in the Ministry

documents detailing the work of

pariticpants in the “Nature

Conservation and Civil Society”

breakout section. The official record

of the session states that “section

participants note significant changes

in environmental conditions and

confirm their satisfaction with the

Environmental Doctrine, approved

by the Prime Minister Kasyanov in

August 2002.” More objective

observers of this session might rea-

call that the overwhelming majority

of  its participants (fifty-three out of

of fifty-seven), had actually agreed

that environmental conditions in

Russia have worsened since the last

Congress.

Unfortunately, this was not the only

instance during the Congress when

the opinions of the envrionmental

NGO community would be sup-

pressed. Ministry event planners

failed to incorporate a single NGO

representative into the schedule of

speakers at the plenary session.

Aspiring speakers were compelled to

pass notes of solicitation among fel-

low delegates, hoping to gain sup-

port for their inclusion in the pro-

gram. Upon learning of this, the pre-

sidium agreed to a compromise. It

would allow the public organizations

to be heard, but because of time

constraints, only one would be

granted this honor. That one organi-

zation was Edinnaya Rossia, or

United Russia, which is the

President’s political party. With just a

few weeks left before elections for

Russia’s fourth post-Soviet State

Duma, it was an opportune chance

for political campaigning. 

This choice was far from well

received by members of the audi-

ence. Cries of protest were heard:

“Doloi, Doloi!” (“Down with the

speaker!”). Amidst this uproar, the

United Russia representative closed

2 Russian Conservation News
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The Farcical Third All-Russian
Congress of Nature Conservation

Greenpeace activists unfurl their protest banner across a congress hall of disengaged

delegates. Photo by V. Kantor (Greenpeace-Russia).
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his speech with the following non-

sensical call to arms: “…All public

organizations should unite and con-

centrate efforts for the environment,

which is one of the greatest threats

to Russia.” In the wake of this

abstruse suggestion that the environ-

ment was in some way a threat to

Russia, omnipresent Greenpeace

activists unfurled a banner across the

central aisle of the auditorium that

read “We need an independent

organ for nature conservation.”

There was a flare of camera flashes,

and within 15 seconds, security

guards had already removed the

banner, together with its carriers.

Numerous representatives from

other social organizations took their

leave shortly thereafter, as did

Moscow school and college students

who were invited to the Congress

only to give the appearance that it

was an event for the masses.

Thus, the sad events of the farcical

Third All-Russian Congress of Nature

Conservation fully confirmed the mis-

givings of renowned scientist and

President of the Center for Russian

Environmental Policy, Dr. Alexei

Yablokov, who on the eve of the

Congress stated: “The Congress itself is

an effort by the Ministry of Natural

Resources to create for President Putin

and his Administration a false image

that Minister Vitaly Artyukhov enjoys

widespread support among the public.

We regrettably acknowledge undemo-

cratic, bureaucratic tendencies in

Congress preparations; they were hur-

ried and reflect only a very superficial

analysis of regional problems; further-

more, the selection of delegates does

not proportionately represent all

interests and sectors of society.”

As this issue of RCN goes to print,

the Third All-Russian Congress of

Nature Conservation remains a hot

topic for the Russian conservation

community.  On January 19, 2004,

Greenpeace and WWF-Russia pub-

licly charged the Ministry of Natural

Resources with falsifying resolutions

from the controversial Congress.

Greenpeace also filed suit with the

General Prosecutor’s office, citing a

violation of legislation (Article 237

of Russia’s Criminal Code), which

prohibits the concealment or distor-

tion of information which might

endanger the health or lives of the

public, or the environment. The

NGOs allege that the resolution pub-

lished by the Ministry on its website

presents false information about the

state of the environment in Russia

and also excludes points raise during

the Congress, including the proposal

to create an independent nature

conservation organ, as well as find-

ings from the section on “Protected

Nature Areas and Biodiversity

Conservation.”  

Nikolai Maleshin is Managing

Editor of Russian Conservation News

and Director of the non-governmen-

tal organization “Partnership for

Zapovedniks,” based in Moscow.

Conservation Management
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Event security staff confront Greenpeace activists and confiscate their banner. Photo by V. Kantor (Greenpeace-Russia).
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By Margaret Williams, with assis-

tance and input from Evgeny

Shvarts and Nikolai Maleshin

O
n Friday, December 5, a

telegram from the Ministry of

Natural Resources to all of the

nation's 35 national parks and 100

zapovedniks  (strictly protected

nature reserves) sent shockwaves

across the country.   The missive

grimly informed the managers of

Russia's protected areas about a

"conclusion" regarding the "inexpe-

diency.... of their future existence"

and demanded a list of documents

and budgets, as though to give the

managers one last chance to justify

their existence.

The telegram bewildered the leaders

of this nearly 80-year old system of

nature reserves and its younger

national parks.  It also caused a

great stir in Moscow where the

environmental community rallied

immediately.  World Wild Fund for

Nature (WWF) – Russia organized a

"panda passport" action for people

to send letters of protests to the

ministry by fax and email. Through

its “Conservation Action Network”

WWF–US enlisted more than 7,000

members to send letters of concern

about the situation to the Minstry

of Natural Resources.

SocioEcological Union (SEU),

Greenpeace, WWF and other NGOs

are now monitoring the situation.

A number of front-page stories in

national and regional papers carried

the story (including Izvestia, on

Dec. 8), spreading the news that

Russia's federally protected areas

would be closed.

An amazing reversal occurred on

Monday, December 8, when a sec-

ond, very brief telegram was sent to

all of the same recipients from

Deputy Minister Pavlov (the same

person who sent the first telegram).

In this telegram he reported that the

first one had been "sent mistakenly"

and that those who made the error

will be "reprimanded."

How and why this Deputy Minister

sent such a telegram  to the parks

and nature reserves is unclear.

Evgeny Shvarts, Director of

Conservation at WWF-Russia won-

dered if perhaps this was a way of

testing public opinion, to see whether

there would be any reaction.  Shvarts

also drew a correlation between this

event (misstep or feigned attack?) on

protected areas and current changes

in forest policy, notably those which

move toward privatizing some forest

lands.  Another explanation is that

the Ministry’s Department of Property

is in the process of privatizing some

of its small institutes which have

valuable real estate holdings.  That

department was conducting a “review

of expediency” of such institutions

and the list of recipients of this news

may have been expanded – mistak-

enly or not – to the protected areas.

However, nothing has been stated

publicly about privatizing the protect-

ed areas and for now they seem to be

safe.  It should be noted that even if a

second telegram had NOT been sent

to nullify the first, the orders sent from

the Ministry would have been un-

enforceable.  The Ministry cannot just

blot out the country's nature reserves

with the swipe of a pen (or in this

case, the tapping out of a telegram).

Federal legislation protecting the

nature reserves and national parks

would have to be changed to disband

these protected areas.  Meanwhile,

other legislation proposed during

December poses new threats to the

system of parks and zapovedniks.

Margaret Williams is Executive

Editor of RCN.  Evgeny Shvarts is

Conservation Director of WWF-Russia

and Nikolai Maleshin is Managing

Editor of RCN. For a longer version of

this article please see http://www.wild-

russia.org (Go to “News Alert”).
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December 2003: A Long, Dark Month
for Russia’s Protected Areas

Ministry Telegrams Send Shockwaves

For Russia’s 35 national parks and 100 zapovedniks, December 2003 was a month of extreme turmoil and confusion.

Inscrutable acts by the Ministry of Natural Resources had protected area managers scrambling to justify their existence,

while subsequent Ministerial mandates promise to significantly alter protected area staffing and ultimately jeopardize

the reserves’ capacities to fulfill their nature conservation functions. RCN offers an in-depth look at the month’s turbu-

lent events.

A copy of the telegram sent by the

Ministry of Natural Resources 

December 5, informing national parks

and zapovedniks of their “inexpediency.”
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By Nikolai Maleshin

and Melissa Mooza

W
ith the nation’s protected

area system still reeling from

the previous week’s subterfuge, the

Ministry of Natural Resources

staged its next offensive on

December 15, when it issued Order

#1107 “On the Incorporation of

Changes to the Staffing Structures

of National Parks and

Zapovedniks.” The order mandates

the incorporation of five deputy

director positions into the staffing

structure of all zapovedniks and

national parks. It further specifies

the responsibilties of each deputy

and stipulates that all appoint-

ments to these positions must be

approved by designated Ministry

staff. The order established a

December 26 deadline for incorpa-

tion of these changes. According to

its preamble, the order was issued

to “increase the effectiveness” of

protected areas. Protected area

managers and conservationists

across Russia anticipate its impact

will be quite the opposite and fear

it could lead to a destabilization of

the entire protected area system.

The order complicates the manage-

ment structure of all national parks

and zapovedniks through the

required addition of new deputy

director positions. As a result of the

order, each national park and

zapovednik will be staffed by a suite

of five deputy directors: a Deputy

Director for Forestry; a Deputy

Director for Environmental

Protection and Ecological Safety; a

Deputy Director for Management,

Environmental Education, and

Ecotourism; a Deputy Director for

Science; and a Deputy Director for

General Operations. 

For zapovedniks, the inclusion of a

Deputy Director for Forestry repre-

sents the creation of a new, arguably

unneccesary position. Prior to 1992,

when the legislation governing

zapovedniks was still modeled close-

ly after that governing the Forest

Service, a Chief Forester was includ-

ed among zapovednik staff.

However, with the introduction of

new legislation and the creation of a

special federal inspectorate service

for zapovedniks in 1992, the posi-

tion was eliminated, and all corre-

sponding inspection duties trans-

ferred to the Deputy Director for

Environmental Protection. 

Also notable in the new line-up of

deputy directors is a slight change in

title for the Deputy Director oversee-

ing scientific work – from “Deputy

Director for Research” to “Deputy

Director for Science.” At first blush,

this seems like a minor modification

in title. However, given certain

specifics of Russian labor law, this

change is essentially tantamount to

creating an entirely new position. It

further creates circumstances that

might lead to the elimination of the

incumbent deputy, based not on his

or her qualifications, but rather on a

legal technicality of the Russian

Labor Code.

The Ministerial order also reassigns

duties and responsibilities among

the five deputy directors, effectively

dismantling the established division

of labor which has been proven

effective in zapovedniks for the last

eleven years, and in national parks

for the last three. For example,

despite the fact that ecological mon-

itoring has long been entrusted to

the Deputy Director for Scientific

Work, the order tranfers this respon-

sibility to the newly created position

of Deputy Director for

Environmental Protection and

Conservation Management

5Fall/Winter 2003–2004, No. 34

Ministry Order #1107 Upends
Management in Protected Areas
Nationwide: RCN Analysis

Notable and Newsworthy
December Events:

December 5: The Ministry of Natural Resources sends a telegram inform-

ing national parks and zapovedniks of their “inexpediency.”

December 8: The Ministry of Natural Resources sends a second telegram

which attempts to explain away the first.

December 15: The Ministry of Natural Resources issues Order #1107 “On

the Incorporation of Changes to the Staffing Structure of

National Parks and Federal Zapovedniks.” 

December 22: The Ministry of Natural Resources announces the All-

Russian Meeting of Federal Protected Area Directors, to be

held on December 25.

December 25: The All-Russian Meeting of Federal Protected Area Directors

is held in Moscow.

December 30: Forty protected areas directors unable to attend the

December 25 meeting receive official reprimands from the

Ministry. 

RCN #34  18/3/04  17:35  Page 5



6 Russian Conservation News

Conservation Management

Ecological Safety. Thus, ecological

monitoring, the only means of evalu-

ating the conservation status of pro-

tected areas, now falls within the

duties of a director lacking the skills

and experience to make such impor-

tant evaluations. The order also

divides responsibilities among the

five deputy directors in such a way

that multiple deputy directors share

responsibilty for overseeing the same

basic function. For example, all five

deputies are responsible for oversee-

ing some element of conservation

work carried out on their protected

area’s territory. Even more concern-

ing is the division of responsibility

for territorial security and inspection

between two deputies – the Deputy

Director for Forestry and the Deputy

Director for Environmental

Protection and Ecological Safety.

Furthermore, the Ministerial order

deprives protected area directors of

the ability to independently select

their deputies. Not only does the

order stipulate that deputy director

appointments are to be approved by

Ministry officials, but it also creates a

bureaucratically complex, even con-

voluted, structure through which

those approvals are given.

Appointments to the five deputy

director positions are approved by

four different deputy ministers, and

in all but one case, the approving

deputy minister has no direct

involvement or experience in the

field for which he is making person-

nel decisions. Appointments for the

position of Deputy Director for

Management, Environmental

Education, and Ecotourism, for

instance, will be approved by the

Ministry for Natural Resources’

Deputy Minister for Finance.

Finally, the Ministry order significant-

ly lowers protected area morale.

Because it requires that all deputy

directors be approved by the

Ministry, deputies hired at the discre-

tion of the protected area director

only, must be let go. While the direc-

tor can resubmit their names for

consideration by the Ministry, they

are regardless left in limbo until the

Ministry makes an official decision

regarding their candidacy.

Furthermore, it is unclear who, if

anyone, is carrying out the deputy

directors’ duties during the transition

period. From the protected area

director’s perspective, the require-

ments of this order are also very

frustrating. The Ministry had

changed its staffing approval process

once this year and most protected

area directors had already submitted

their staffing schedules for 2004

based on the new requirements.

With the issuance of this new order,

so late in the year, the majority of

directors will need to repeat the

time-consuming process of docu-

ment preparation and compilation

all over again.

In final anlysis of this order, it is also

important to note that it was pre-

pared without consulation with the

Ministry’s Department of Strictly

Protected Areas; without input from

zapovednik and national park direc-

tors; and without consideration for

the informed opinions of anyone

knowledgable or experienced in the

management of protected areas.

Nikolai Maleshin is Managing

Editor of RCN and Melissa Mooza is

the journal’s Assistant Editor.

Is the sun setting on Russia’s system of protected nature areas? Photo by I. Shpilenok.
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As 2003 Closes, No Reassurance
for Protected Area Managers

By Nikolai Maleshin

O
n December 25, the Ministry

of Natural Resources held an

“All-Russian Meeting of Federal

Protected Area Directors.” Besides

the Moscow-based Ministry offi-

cials, the event was attended pri-

marily by managers of Russia’s

national parks and zapovedniks –

that is, those who could find the

money to reach Moscow with the

very short (two days’) notice they’d

been given about the meeting. As

RCN’s Managing Editor, and

Director of “Partnership for

Zapovedniks,” I was one of the few

NGO representatives invited to

attend the meeting. Like those anx-

ious protected area mangers whose

futures appeared to be on the line,

I hoped that the mystifying events

of the previous month might be

explained or discussed. Yet once

again we were sorely disappointed

with the outcome. Instead of leav-

ing the meeting with some kind of

understanding, we departed with a

deeper sense of dread about the

government’s intentions for the

world’s most important protected

areas system.

Any expectations for having some

direct clarification from the “com-

mander in chief” of protected areas,

Minster of Natural Resources Valery

Artyukhov, were dashed immediately.

In fact, Artyukhov did not even show

up at the meeting. Instead, it was

Valery Roschupkin, the First Deputy

Minister and the Director of the

Federal Forest Service, who presided.

That was a strong message in itself.

Before the meeting ended,

Roshchupkin revealed his lack of

interest in conservation with his

queries about the forests harbored in

zapovedniks and parks, the extent to

which directors conduct sanitary

clear-cutting, and the price at which

they sell timber.

For 9 hours, some 10 Ministry officials

made presentations to the embattled

managers from around the country

who had dropped everything to rush

to Moscow. As the day unfolded, the

meeting began to feel like a show

trial. Ministerial speaker after speaker

confirmed for us their remarkable

ignorance about the country’s protect-

ed areas system and in some cases, an

unwillingness to understand the chal-

lenges and issues facing zapovedniks.

There were no signs that the Ministry

has any sense for the tremendous

challenges facing the managers of

these areas: the lack of reliable means

of communication; lack of central

support; and distance and isolation

from management in Moscow. Instead

of receiving some assurances or grati-

tude for their efforts, the reserve man-

agers got the opposite. They were sub-

jected to the suspicions of the

Ministry’s auditing department, the

head of which implied (but could not

substantiate) that illegal activities are

taking place inside the system and

reported that in 2004 he would be

organizing a financial audit of a subset

of the reserves and parks. 

It was all too clear that neither help-

ing existing protected areas nor estab-

lishing new ones are priorities for the

Ministry. Ministry officials

acknowledged unapolo-

getically that many pro-

posals for the creation of

new protected areas have

been with the Ministry

now for several years and

no one knows what to

do with them. 

Will Russia’s protected

areas gather forces to

defend themselves against

the Ministry of Natural

Resources as do these

European bison (Bison

bonasus) when threatened

by the wolf? Photo 

by I. Shpilenok.
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A sense of hostility toward and dissat-

isfaction with the zapovednik’s con-

servation regime was palpable during

the event. Already, it seemed, the vic-

tors were dividing the spoils of a dis-

emboweled protected areas network.

As a case in point, Deputy Director of

the Department of Scientific Support

and Innovative Policies Alexander

Panfilov expressed his readiness to

incorporate all of the displaced

employees of the Department for

Protected Areas into the department

under his supervision. 

Throwing salt on a growing wound,

representatives from the Ministry’s

legal department commented on the

Ministry’s supportive position regard-

ing the proposed changes to Russia’s

Land Code. If these proposed

changes are enacted, federal protect-

ed areas will no longer have special

legal status. This modification will

essentially separate zapovedniks

from the territory on which they are

located, and while zapovedniks

might continue to exist as organiza-

tions, they will only be organiza-

tions, and will not be legally insepa-

rable from their land.

Ministry representatives also informed

protected area directors that as long

as there were those individual protect-

ed areas that had not submitted to the

Ministry the required set of docu-

ments for 2004, then not a single

zapovednik or national park would

receive funding for the upcoming

year. The injustice of this demand is so

acute, it is almost laughable; one of

the required documents appeared for

the first time only at the December 25

meeting! In addition, the link on the

Ministry’s website, through which all

necessary documents were said to be

available, in fact, did not work.

In sum, all that transpired at the

December 25 meeting was nothing

short of demoralizing. It is unclear at

this point when the official report on

the meeting’s results will be issued.

But it is well understood that what we

witnessed on that day was nothing

short of a well-staged attack on

Russia’s national parks and zapoved-

niks, the last strongholds for nature

conservation in this country. One can

only hope that the slow-turning

wheels of bureaucracy and inertia will

prevent any rash legal changes in the

coming weeks, and that a new

Minister of Natural Resources will be

designated following Russia’s presi-

dential elections.

Footnote: On December 30, the last

working day in Russia prior to the

New Year’s holiday, the Ministry of

Natural Resources issued official

reprimands to the 40 protected

area directors who were unable to

attend the December 25 meeting.

Incidentally, the protected area

directors received notice of the

December 25 meeting on

December 22. They were given nei-

ther logistical nor financial support

in arranging travel to Moscow.

Nikolai Maleshin is Managing

Editor of Russian Conservation News,

and Director of “Partnership for

Zapovedniks” a Russian NGO sup-

porting zapovedniks, parks

and protected areas

in Russia.

In the long winter months, few predators – among men and beasts – show concern for the fragility and long-term

sustainability of their prey. Photo by K. Mikhailov.
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I
n this special issue, Russian

Conservation News will take a

closer look at new efforts to conduct

"ecoregion-based" conservation plan-

ning in the Russian Far East, consid-

ering the strengths and weaknesses

of this approach,  presenting the

challenges of working at such a

scale, and offering case studies from

throughout the ecoregion. In recent

years, this ecoregion has been the

target of significant funds and inter-

national attention.  As home of the

Amur tiger and some of the most

unusual mixed temperate forests in

the world, its biodiversity value is

tremendous.  So are the threats fac-

ing the region.  Are things getting

better or worse?  How is conserva-

tion faring now?  In this special sec-

tion, RCN examines the efforts of

conservation groups working to pro-

tect the region and will try to help

answer these questions.

To conduct this analysis, RCN prima-

rily focused on a review of available

literature, personal communication,

and written correspondence with

conservationists in the ecoregion.

We solicited articles and communi-

cated extensively with a number of

the conservation groups involved,

including NGOs and government

representatives.  Admittedly, site visits

and personal interviews would have

been the ideal way to conduct this

analysis.  But, with our limited fund-

ing and time, we believe that the fol-

lowing pages are broadly representa-

tive of many activities underway, and

will give you the right information to

make your own judgment about the

pros and cons of the ecoregion

approach to conservation.

Special Section: Ecoregional
Planning in the Russian Far East

RCN Task and Methodology

Taking a closer look at the Russian Far East. Photo by K. Mikhailov.
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By Yury Darman

T
he Russian Far East fascinates. It

is separated from Moscow by

seven time zones and almost ten

thousand kilometers. To most, this

distance is almost incomprehensible,

one which might be truly appreciat-

ed only when traveled. By rail, the

trip takes almost a full week, over

150 long hours lumbering across a

continent and then some. The

Russian Far East Ecoregion (RFE)

occupies 1.35 million square kilome-

ters in the southeastern-most portion

of Russia, and in its remoteness, in its

vastness, it also occupies the imagi-

nation. It is Russia’s frontier, where

washed by the Pacific, the land meets

the sea and the sea meets the sun.

The ecoregion is a mosaic of varie-

gated landscapes, each with its own

distinct habitat type, climate, and

topography. The terrain is largely

mountainous, with three parallel

ranges – the Great Khingan, the

Bureya, and the Sikhote-Alin – run-

ning north-south, transecting the

region. Another mountain system,

comprised of the Stanovoy and

Tukuringa-Dzhagdy Ranges, extends

east-west along the Ecoregion’s

northern perimeter. Amidst the

mountains, which are blanketed in

broadleaf and mixed forests, cloaked

in taiga, lush valleys and meadows

roll on, a green sea. 

It is here that the mighty Amur River

flows. From its headwaters in

Mongolia, the Amur winds on for

some 2,800 kilometers through

Amurskya and Jewish Autonomous

Oblasts, where it defines the border

with China, and then northward

through Khabarovsky Krai before

eventually pouring out into the Tatar

Strait. Its catchment area covers

1,855 square kilometers, making it

the tenth largest in the world. More

than 10,000 tributaries flow into the

Amur. Among these, the Zeya and

Bureya converge from the left bank,

and the Usurri from the right. The

Amur’s watershed encompasses more

than 60,000 lakes, including, most

notably, Lake Khanka in southern

Primorsky Krai, which has been iden-

tified by the Ramsar Convention as a

wetland of international significance. 

The variety of landscapes in the RFE

supports equally diverse floral and

faunal communities. The greatest

diversity of species is found in the

south, in southern Primorsky Krai, in

A Portrait of the Ecoregion

Wetlands of Bolonsky Zapovednik. Photo courtesy of Bolonsky Zapovednik.

Map by M. Dubinin.
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the Ussuri watershed, on the Sea of

Japan, and along the middle flow of

the Amur. This region has historically

been a safe harbor for warm-weather-

loving species. It was completely free

of ice cover during the Pleistocene

Period and is still home to many sub-

tropical and southeast Asian species

today. Here, the Amur Tiger (Panthera

tigris altaica), the Far Eastern leopard

(Panthera pardus orientalis), and the

Amur wild cat (Felis euptilura) prowl

throw dense, moist forests of

Mongolian oak (Quercus mongolica),

Manchurian and Japanese elm (Ulmus

laciniata, U. japonica), and Korean

pine (Pinus koraiensis), stalking

Manchurian red deer (Cervus elaphus

xanthopygos), sika deer (Cervus nip-

pon), and roe deer (Capreolus pygar-

gus). Further north, along the west

coast of the Ohkotsk Sea, on the

slopes of the Sikhote-Alin Range, and

following the lower flow of the Amur,

brown bear (Ursus arctos), wolverine

(Gulo gulo), and sable (Martes zibelli-

na) dwell in dark coniferous forests

of Yeddo spruce (Picea jezoensis),

while musk deer (Moschus

moschiferus) and the endangered

Siberian spruce grouse (Falcipennis

falcipennis) can be found in Khingan

fir (Abies nephrolepis) forests. In the

region’s northernmost areas, between

the Amur and Zeya Rivers, in the

upper half of the Zeya basin, and in

the mountains of the Amur-Okhotsk

divide, Eurasian species such as the

wolf (Canis lupus) and ermine

(Mustela erminea) thrive. This area is

also home to species more character-

istic of permafrost taiga regions in

Eastern Siberia. Among

flora, the Daurian and

Siberian Larch (Larix

gmelini, L. sibirica) and

Siberian mountain ash

(Sorbus sambucifolia)

are prevalent, while

among fauna, moose

(Alces alces) and Arctic

lemming (Lemmus

amurensis) are com-

mon. 

Significantly, the Amur

boasts the highest level

of fish diversity in all of Russia – 134

species, including the kaluga sturgeon

(Huso dauricus), the Amur sturgeon

(Acipenser schrencki), the Amur carp

(Cyprinus carpio haematopterus), and

the chum salmon (Onocorhynchus

keta). Its valleys and the wetlands of

Lake Khanka also support millions of

birds along the Northeast Asian

Flyway, including Oriental white stork

(Ciconia boyciana) and red-crowned

crane (Grus japonensis).

In total, there are approximately 2,800

species of vascular plants in the

Russian Far East Ecoregion. Of these,

800 are endemic to the region, one

third are relict species, and about 400

are included in the Red Data Book of

the Russian Federation. Some 40,000

species of insects, 50 of which are

endangered, inhabit the region. Over

130 species of fish are found in its

lakes and rivers, including a number of

endemics. Twenty amphibians and

reptiles are found here, as are 400 bird

species, of which 250 locally nest and

27 are rare and endangered. The Amur

Valley is the last remaining nesting

habitat for 95 percent of the world’s

Oriental white storks, 65 percent of

red-crowned cranes, and 50 percent of

white-naped cranes (Grus vipio). 

Unfortunately, though, many of these

unique floral and faunal species,

some of which have endured thou-

sands of years, are now threatened,

as they and their habitats are subject

to increasing external pressures. In

the three and a half centuries since

the first bands of hearty Cossacks

ventured eastward across Siberia to

the sea, many have come to the

Russian Far East, hoping to

profit from her riches –

the early fur traders,

the emancipated

serfs, the Soviet

planners,

and

more

Steep cliffs tumble into the Okhotsk Sea.

Photo by I. Shpilenok

Spawning salmon. Photo by I. Shpilenok.
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recently, entrepreneurial investors

and businessmen. Consequently, this

land, once under the careful stew-

ardship of its indigenous peoples

such as the Evenk, the Nanai, the

Ulchi, and the Udege, among others,

bears scars of neglect and abuse.

Recent trespasses are many, and most

are traceable to deficiencies in the cur-

rent state system governing natural

resource use and biodiversity conser-

vation. Inefficient and unsustainable

forest management poses an overarch-

ing threat. With post-Soviet privatiza-

tion of the forest industry, illegal log-

ging has become rampant; harvesting

techniques rarely support natural

regeneration; and plantings and artifi-

cial regeneration measures are inade-

quate, carried out on less than .03 per-

cent of forested lands. These practices

threaten the integrity of forest ecosys-

tems, decreasing overall biodiversity,

and also increase the likelihood of for-

est fires. Fire frequency in the Far East

has risen appreciably; in the last 30

years there have been 4 catastrophic

fires, each of which ravaged more than

1 million hectares of forest.  Illegal

hunting and fishing have also left their

mark on the region. Fish inspectors

lack the enforcement capabilities to

ensure that overfishing and fishing in

spawning streams and other prohibit-

ed areas does not occur. Game man-

agement agencies are similarly chal-

lenged in their efforts to control

poaching.

Unchecked agricul-

tural and industrial

development has

also impacted the

region’s biodiversity.

The conversion of

land for farming laid

waste to vast wet-

land areas and frag-

mented large tracts

of natural habitat.

The use of chemical

fertilizers and pesti-

cides has polluted

rivers and under-

ground water reser-

voirs. Several major

industrial centers dot

the region, generat-

ing tons of air and

water pollution.

Gold, metal, and coal mining also neg-

atively impacts the region, transform-

ing landscapes at deposit sites and pol-

luting surrounding areas and water-

ways in the refinement process.

Already, though, there are reasons to

be hopeful. Thanks to the efforts of

many organizations and individuals

including supportive officials within

the regional governments of

Khabarovsky Krai and Amurskaya

Oblast as well as numerous non-gov-

ernmental organizations such as the

World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF),

Khabarovsk Wildlife Foundation, and

Amur Socio-Ecological Union, the

ecoregion’s network of protected

areas has expanded significantly. In

the last seven years, the system has

increased in total area by 3.4 million

hectares. The recent additions – two

federal zapovedniks, two national

parks, and two federal and 18 local

wildlife refuges – could bolster the

region’s overall capacity to conserve

representative and unique biodiversity

and to support viable ecosystems

within the region. The recent endorse-

ment of a joint ecoregional action

plan by eight environmental organiza-

tions – local grassroots groups and

chapters of international NGOs – also

signals a brighter future.  

Yury Darman, Ph.D., is the Director

of the Far Eastern Branch of WWF

Russia.

A female Far Eastern leopard (Panthera

pardus orientalis) at play with her cub.

Reprint permission granted by WWF-

Russia. © WWF-UK.

Amur Tiger (Panthera tigris altaica). Photo by Vassiliy Solkin.

© WWF Russia.
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By Yury Darman

A
fter years of working more or less

independently of one another,

leading conservation organizations in

the Russian Far East have pooled

resources to develop and implement a

broad-scale, regionally based strategy

to conserve biodiversity in this globally

important region. The first steps in

achieving this vision have been real-

ized with the development of a

Conservation Action Plan. The plan,

which was officially unveiled in June

2003, was developed over the course

of four years, with invaluable contribu-

tions made by dozens of scientists,

experts, and conservationists region-

wide. It is the primary output of the

“Ensuring Long-term Conservation of

the Russian Far East” project, imple-

mented by WWF-Russia, and funded

through the WWF-Netherlands Action

Network Program.

The widely endorsed Conservation

Action Plan uses an ecoregion-based

approach, which provides a frame-

work for identifying conservation

landscapes that represent the region’s

natural biodiversity. This approach is

being used by WWF in other globally

significant regions

around the world, and is

the cornerstone of the

organization’s flagship

initiative, the Global

200. Through this

effort, WWF identified

over 200 outstanding

terrestrial, freshwater, and

marine habitat-areas, the

conservation of which is vital

for saving representative exam-

ples of the world’s biodiversity. 

The Conservation Action Plan (CAP)

targets an area in the Russian Far East

which combines overlapping parts of

3 ecoregions identified by WWF as

having globally outstanding levels of

biodiversity – the Russian Far East

temperate broadleaf and mixed

forests, the freshwater ecosystems of

the Amur River Basin, and the north

temperate marine ecosystem of the

Okhotsk Sea. The area, referred to as

the Russian Far East Ecoregion

Complex, or Russian Far East

Ecoregion, spans 1.35 million square

kilometers, or 1 percent of the Earth’s

total surface, and encompasses four

administrative provinces of the

Russian Federation.   

A New Strategy
for Conservation Planning

Among the 17 forest and freshwater ecore-

gions delineated within the broader Russian

Far East Ecoregion complex, seven ecore-

gions – four forest ecosystems and three

freshwater ecosystems – were identified as

priority areas for conservation. In addition

to these seven, four other ecoregions were

identified, where biodiversity levels are rela-

tively low, but representation values of cer-

tain ecosystems are high.  Map provided by

WWF-Russia and adapted by M. Dubinin.The Amur, one of Russia’s largest rivers. Photo by V. Andronov.
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In order to facilitate the identification

of priority areas within this vast region,

WWF worked with Russian scientists

first to develop a system for the classi-

fication of the region’s landscapes.

Reaching consensus was difficult for

the scientists and consequently, the

development of this classification sys-

tem proved to be one of the most

challenging task of the entire process.

Nevertheless, after much discussion,

the Russian scientists agreed on a nat-

ural zoning classification scheme

(Bocharnikov, et al., 2000) based on

ecological and geographic principles,

and according to a hierarchical system

of global, regional, and local divisions

of the biosphere. Using this classifica-

tion system, scientists delineated 17

individual ecoregions and four super

biomes within the overall RFE

Complex.

Developing a conservation strategy for

such a diverse area was no small

undertaking. Work on the effort

began in 1999 with an exhaustive

assessment, which analyzed natural

and socio-economic conditions in the

region, and created a scientific foun-

dation upon which to base conserva-

tion priorities. Findings of the biodi-

versity evaluation (Gorovoi, et al.,

2002) and the socio-economic analy-

sis are incorporated in the publication,

Conservation Action Plan for the

Russian Far East Ecoregion Complex,

Part 1: Biodiversity and Socio-

Economic Assessment. (Darman, et al.,

2003)

The process of developing a “biodiver-

sity vision,” or template for conserva-

tion priorities, for the region and cre-

ating a plan by which that vision

would be realized, was a very collabo-

rative one. During preparation of the

CAP, efforts were made to involve and

get approval from as many key stake-

holders as possible. Representatives of

NGOs, state scientific institutes, nature

conservation agencies, and regional

administrations participated in its

design. A very important step in foster-

ing this collegial, cooperative atmos-

phere was WWF’s creation in May

2000 of the RFE Ecoregional Council

for Sustainable Nature Use (RFE

Ecoregional Council). Members of the

council include regional authorities,

representatives of federal nature pro-

tection agencies, scientists, and repre-

sentatives of the NGO community.

They played an active role in reviewing

proposals and draft strategies, and in

their last session in May 2002, council

members approved the final version of

the Conservation Action Plan for the

Russian Far East Ecoregion Complex,

Part 2: NGO Joint Action Plan (Darman

and Williams, 2003).

The long-term strategy delineated in

the final version of the CAP represents

a synthesis of many different sources,

including: other, existing conservation

strategies, such as those for the Amur

tiger, the Far Eastern leopard, and the

Oriental white stork; resolutions from

past regional and international semi-

nars; proposals of many interested

groups and scientists; official programs

of regional governments; and the find-

ings of the assessment undertaken in

the early phases of this project.  

Understanding the need for a compre-

hensive approach, participants in the

planning process developed individual

strategies and action plans for each

conservation priority area.  Among the

seventeen individual ecoregions delin-

eated within the broader Ecoregion

complex, seven ecoregions – four for-

est ecosystems and three freshwater

ecosystems – were identified as priori-

ty areas for conservation. In addition

to these seven, four other ecoregions

were identified, where biodiversity lev-

els are relatively low, but representa-

tion values are high. Finally, action

plans were developed for focal species:

the Amur tiger, Far Eastern leopard,

Oriental white stork, and Asian gin-

seng, where habitat conservation alone

would not be sufficient to guarantee

their survival. For each priority area

and focal species, planners determined

immediate actions, short and medium-

term targets, and long-term goals.

Primary responsibility for achieving

these goals through the implementa-

tion of  the CAP belongs to the leading

environmental NGOs that contributed

to its preparation: in Amurskaya

Oblast, the Amur Socio-Ecological

Union; in the Jewish Autonomous

Oblast, the League of Environmental

NGOs; in Khabarovsky Krai, the

Khabarovsk Wildlife Foundation; and

in Primorsky Krai, the Phoenix

Foundation. Among other NGOs also

playing a crucial role are: The World

Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), The

Wildlife Conservation Society, The

A Siberian tiger (Panthera tigris altaica)

in pursuit. © WWF/KLEIN & HUBERT
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Amur Ecological Foundation, and The

Zov Taigi Nature Conservation Center.

Main partners for the NGOs in imple-

menting the CAP are state nature con-

servation agencies. Also making signifi-

cant contributions to the effort will be

The Association of Zapovedniks and

Nature Parks of the Russian Far East,

the governments of each province,

leading scientists and student activists

at regional institutes of higher learn-

ing, and participants in the public edu-

cation system.

Though only recently published, and

still in the very early stages of its

implementation, the Conservation

Action Plan and its mechanisms have

already won acceptance within gov-

ernment structures in the territories

which it targets. Amurskaya Oblast, for

example, incorporated the CAP’s basic

tenets into its Program for the

Development of Protected Areas

through the year 2010. In addition, in

May 2003, the RFE Ecoregional

Council, which performed such an

instrumental role in the development

of the CAP, became the basis for the

creation of a Public-Consultation

Advisory Council, under the

Coordinating Committee for the

Integrated and Sustainable

Management of the Amur River Basin.

The new advisory council includes 17

NGOs that have supported the conser-

vation plan for freshwater ecosystems,

and has expanded to include partici-

pation by two additional administra-

tive subjects of the Russian Federation,

Chitinskaya Oblast and Aginsky-

Buryatsky Autonomous District. These

early, and, it must be said, significant

successes, speak well of the plan’s

design and gives hope to conserva-

tionists, that activities will be carried

out, goals and objectives met; and to

all of us, that the natural treasures of

this wonderfully unique region will

preserved for generations to come. 

Yury Darman, Ph. D., is the Director of

the Far Eastern Branch of WWF Russia.
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One of  the approximately thirty Far Eastern leopards (Panthera pardus orientalis) still prowling the dense forests of the Russian Far

East. Photo by Vassiliy Solkin. © WWF Russia

RCN #34  18/3/04  17:36  Page 15



By Yury Darman

A
n ecological protected areas

network, or econet, is a system

of functionally and spatially inter-

connected natural territories that

guarantees the sustainable state of

the biosphere and the functioning of

natural systems in a human-altered

landscape. The primary objective of

an econet is to support sustainable

ecosystems. To achieve this, an

econet should incorporate core,

strictly protected natural areas;

ecological corridors, or transit

areas, which connect core areas

and ensure sustainable links

between species and habitats;

and buffer zones, areas which

protect both core areas and

ecological corridors from out-

side interference.

Russia’s existing protected areas sys-

tem consists of a variety of territories

under various protective regimes.

Methodological and legislative

approaches governing the creation

and management of territories vary,

and consequently, management

across the system is not unified. In

recent years, previous models of

organizational management have

collapsed, budget financing has been

cut, and mechanisms ensuring the

system’s long-term sustainability

have not yet been developed. In

addition, authorities do not com-

pletely understand the significant

role protected areas play in biodiver-

sity conservation. Under these cir-

cumstances, protected areas contin-

ue to function as they always have,

with entrenched management at the

helm. Individual departments and

agencies answer for the areas within

their jurisdiction, yet no one assumes

responsibility for the system as a

whole or oversees the implementa-

tion of broad-based programs,

approved even at the highest level. 

As the government has distanced itself

from the creation of new protected

areas, non-governmental organiza-

tions have emerged to take on a lead-

ership role. With participation and

consent by leading scientists, WWF-

Russia began preparing its “Concept

of Ecological Networks in the Russian

Federation” in October 1999. Project

implementers have since begun sys-

tematically realizing the concept’s

ambitious objectives. In the last four

years, the Far Eastern Branch of

WWF-Russia has supported and been

involved in the creation of 2 new

zapovedniks, 2 national parks, 2 fed-

eral zakazniks, and 18 local wildlife

refuges, with a total combined area of

3.4 million hectares. 

The continued development of the

Russian Far East Econet figures

prominently in WWF’s Conservation

Action Plan for the Russian Far East

Ecoregion Complex (Darman, et al.,

2003). Overall, the plan provides for

the creation of 100 additional pro-

tected areas with territorial coverage

exceeding five million hectares. Long-

term goals for the region include

securing legally protected status for

10% of boreal forests, 20% of temper-

ate forests, and 30% of wetlands. 

In the Russian Far East, support for

the expansion of the protected areas

system varies from territory to terri-

tory. In Amurskaya Oblast and

Khabarovsky Krai, where governors

have undertaken commitments in

conjunction with the WWF “Gifts to

the Earth Program”, the political cli-

mate is conducive to the creation of

new protected areas. In June 2002,

for example, the governor of

Amurskaya Oblast, Leonid Korotkov,

established seven new protect-

ed areas occupying more than

one million hectares. In these

territories, WWF has also found

reliable NGO partners in the

Khabarovsk Wildlife

Foundation, under the leadership of

Alexander Kulikov, and the Amur

Socio-Ecological Union, directed by

Svetlana Titova. 

With this strong base of support,

WWF has succeeded in promoting

protected areas development in these

two regions. In Amurskaya Oblast,

WWF contributed significantly to the

preparation of a special program on

developing protected areas through

2010, which was approved by the

regional legislature and is now slated

to receive funding from the regional

budget. In Khabarovsky Krai, a similar

program was approved by the

Interagency Commission on

Biodiversity Conservation. Its provi-

sions were to be incorporated into

the Krai’s Environmental Program; in

the last year, however, active lobbying

by timber harvesting companies has

waylaid the process.

Russian Conservation News
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Developing a Protected
Areas Network

The growing network of protected areas

in the Russian Far East. Map provided by

WWF-Russia and adapted by M. Dubinin.
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In the Jewish Autonomous Oblast,

progressive regional legislation, as

well as close collaboration between

the territory’s government, federal

environmental protection agencies,

and local NGOs has created unique

opportunities for the development

of nature conservation initiatives. In

recent years, though, the Oblast

government has questioned the

need to further expand its protect-

ed area system, which already cov-

ers more than 12% of its total terri-

tory. For this reason, WWF has been

funding a study in the Jewish

Autonomous Oblast to evaluate the

existing system. The organization

will issue recommendations for

future program development by

November 2003.

Among all the regions in the Russian

Far East, Primorsky Krai, where eco-

nomic factors most significantly

influence the decision making

process, presents the greatest chal-

lenge to protected area creation.

There have been some victories. For

example, based on the recommenda-

tions of renowned tiger researcher

Dale Miquell (Miquell et al., 1999),

WWF is carrying out projects in 15

locations and has participated in the

creation of five new protected areas,

with a total territory of 600,000

hectares. However, there are sure to

be challenges ahead; currently a pro-

gram proposing the creation of four

new protected areas, which received

approval on all levels three years

ago, still remains unsigned by cur-

rent Governor S. M. Darkin. 

One of the priority objectives for

Econet development is the creation

of mechanisms that will support the

network’s legal status, organizational

structure, and most importantly, its

capacity for self-financing. To date,

WWF has invested more than one

million dollars in existing protected

areas, supporting projects to develop

econets around existing zapoved-

niks, as well as projects to develop

ecotourism infrastructure. Such levels

of support will not continue indefi-

nitely, though. Protected areas will

need to identify alternate income

sources, and court investment from

all sectors and structures of the mar-

ket. The Association of Zapovedniks

and Nature Parks of the Russian Far

East, a professional organization

made up of managers of the region’s

protected areas, may offer crucial

support in this regard, facilitating

collaboration between protected

areas. The impact of joint action and

planning by zapovedniks in the RFE

has already been felt. Annually, WWF

finances 2-3 meetings which bring

together staff from regional

zapovedniks, including directors,

deputy directors for scientific

research, and chief inspectors. In

2003, as part of the “Year of the

Protected Areas” campaign, zapoved-

niks participated in the unprece-

dented “Protected Wave” project,

which was jointly supported by the

RFE offices of WWF and ISAR, and

attracted much media and public

attention.

Another WWF priority is to expand

existing zakazniks, or special pur-

pose preserves, increasing the strict-

ness of their enforcement regimes,

and raising their status from local to

the territorial level. WWF is also

working to develop new forms of

protected areas on the regional level,

including ethno-nature parks, quiet

zones, wetlands of local significance,

ecological corridors, and territories

where sustainable nature use is prac-

ticed. This is especially important

now considering the challenges that

are faced in creating more tradition-

al types of protected areas. For

example, despite the fact that

national parks are generally more

attractive to land planners than

zapovedniks, owing to the utility

they offer as recreation areas, the

process of developing three national

parks in the Russian Far East has

been stalled since 2000. 

A third priority objective for the

Econet system is that it be designed

and managed in such a way that

indigenous people benefit from sus-

tainable land and resource use.

WWF’s key partners, the Russian

Association of Indigenous Peoples of

the North (RAIPON) and the indige-

nous people themselves are extremely

interested in preserving the taiga to

support the continuation of tradition-

al practices and ways of life. WWF

has assisted in drafting legislation in

Amurskaya Oblast and Primorsky Krai

which supports these goals. The

organization also helped the Udege

people prepare documents that were

important in their struggle to create a

territory of traditional nature use in

the Bikin River Basin. While efforts to

support the self-determination of

indigenous people and their resolu-

tion of natural resource-related con-

flict have largely successful, it should

also be noted that there have been

challenges. For example, local Udege

residents did not uphold the princi-

ples of the ethno-nature park estab-

lished in the Samarga watershed, and

consequently the “territory of tradi-

tional nature use” mechanism did not

prevent logging of the territory.

In general, expansion of the protect-

ed nature area systems in the Russian

Far East, enjoys widespread support

among the region’s residents. A sur-

vey carried out in 2002 at WWF’s

request by the sociological service

“Opinion,” affiliated with Far Eastern

State University in Vladivostok,

showed that 69% of the more than

1,000 residents of Sikhote-Alin

polled, favored the system’s further

development. It is for this very rea-

son, for the interests and desires of

people living in and loving nature,

that WWF developed the Action

Plan and continues its efforts to

achieve the goals therein articulated. 

Yury Darman, Ph. D., is the Director

of the Far Eastern Branch of WWF-

Russia.
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I
n order to help set measurable

conservation targets, designers of

the Conservation Action Plan for the

Russian Far East Ecoregion Complex

developed individual strategies and

action plans for priority biomes (i.e.,

forest and freshwater ecosystems),

representative biomes, and focal

species.

While it would be beyond the scope

of this journal to provide a compre-

hensive treatment of each strategy

and action plan, as well as the accom-

panying set of indicators, RCN Editors

offer our readers the following

overview, which spotlights one con-

servation target within each priority

direction, and provides a sample

excerpt from the related action plan.

The action plans present four levels of

progressive conservation achievement

– immediate actions, short-term tar-

gets, medium-term targets, and goals

– and each level represents  an

important step toward achieving the

overall biodiversity vision for the

Russian Far East Ecoregion Complex.

18 Russian Conservation News
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Measuring Success:
Sample Conservation Targets

FOREST ECOSYSTEMS
One of the long-term goals for forest conservation is that singnificant areas of forest habitat will support viable popu-

lations of the endangered Amur tiger and Far Eastern leopard, which are effectively preserved in cooperation with

China and North Korea.

Forests of the Sikhote-Alin Mountain Ecoregion: Prime Tiger Habitat

*To learn more about activities to support conservation in the Sikhote-Alin Mountain Ecoregion, please consult the article

appearing on page 33, “A Strategy for Biodiversity Conservation in the Sikhote-Alin Ecosystem.”

FRESHWATER ECOSYSTEMS
One of the long-term goals for the conservation of freshwater ecosystems is that a system of protected areas, linked by

the Amur Green Corridor and internationally managed in cooperation with China and Mongolia, supports unique

stopover areas for million of waterfowl along the Northeast Asian Flyway.

Lake Khanka: Special Transboundary Wetland Area

* To learn more about activities to develop Khanka Lake International Nature Reserve, please consult the article appear-

ing on page 23, “Developing an International Transboundary Nature Reserve on Khanka Lake.”

Immediate Actions

Organize exchange program between

Primorsky and Heilongjiang provinces to

coordinate conservation activities on

both sides of Lake Khanka by 2004.

Elaborate and approve joint management

plan for Russian-Chinese nature reserve on

Khanka Lake by 2005.

Develop and implement programs to

promote ecotourism on Lake Khanka by

2007.

Short-term Target

Support cooperation between the exist-

ing Khanka/Xinkaihu transboundary

nature reserve for improving manage-

ment and developing ecotourism

by 2008.

Medium-term Target

Freshwater ecosystems in border regions

are preserved in a system of effectively

managed transboundary nature reserves

by 2020.

Immediate Actions

Elaborate and approve programs for the

Khor River local Econet by 2003.

Elaborate and approve programs for the

Oblachnaya Mountain local Econet by

2004.

Elaborate and approve programs for the

southwestern Primorsky Krai local

Econet by 2005.

Elaborate and approve programs for the

Arkhara River local Econet by 2006.

Short-term Target

Implement programs for creating local

Econets on four model territories of tem-

perate forests by 2010.

Medium-term Target

Representative forests and associated

biodiversity are effectively preserved in a

network of protected areas and linking

corridors (ECONET) by 2020.
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REPRESENTATIVE BIOMES
The long-term goal of the representative biome strategy is to ensure conservation of biodiversity and important eco-

logical phenomena in representative areas of the Russian Far East Ecoregion Complex. The Bureya Mountain Ecoregion

is one of several biomes targeted within this strategy.

Bureya Mountain Ecoregion: Threatened by Hydroelectric Development

* To learn more about activities to support conservation in the Bureya Mountain Ecoregion,  please consult the article appear-

ing on page 30, “Hydroelectric Development and Nature Conservation: Striking a Delicate Balance.”

Immediate Actions

Enlarge Bureisky Zapovednik by 53,000

hectares by 2004.

Create Tyrminsky Wildlife Refuge (40,000

hectares) by 2004.

Create Nizhnemelginsky Wildlife Refuge

(60,000 hectares) by 2005.

Create Ust-Urgalsky Nature Park (24,000

hectares) by 2006.

Short-term Target

Create system of protected areas around

man-made reservoir on Bureya River

(275,000 hectares) by 2007.

Medium-term Target

Boreal forests in the Bureya Mountain

Ecoregion are protected and Siberian

spruce grouse conservation program

implemented by 2020.

FOCAL SPECIES
Oriental White Stork: Symbol of Wetland Purity

The long-term goal of the conservation action plan for the Oriental white stork is to sustain a viable population of at

least 500 nesting pairs in the RFE Ecorgeion Complex and to ensure that this population is conserved throughout it

range including in wintering and stopover areas in the south.

* To learn more about the protection of the Oriental white stork and its habitat,  please consult the article appearing on

page 38, “Disappearing Treasure: Oriental White Stork.”

Immediate Actions

Support development of rare bird re-

introduction station in Khingansky

Zapovednik, ongoing.

Apply methods of raising more than one

clutch per season for reintroducing

storks to the wild by 2004.

Assist zoos to develop captive breeding

programs by 2006.

Short-term Target

Support creation of reserve breeding

population of Oriental white storks in

captivity by 2012.

Medium-term Target

A captive Oriental white stork population

provides sufficient gene pool for reintro-

duction programs by 2015.

Ginseng: Root of Life

The long-term goal of the conservation action plan for ginseng is to conserve viable ginseng populations in the

wild and to restore the plant to parts of its former range, while allowing local people to profit from the sustain-

able harvest of ginseng. 

* To learn more about efforts to conserve wild ginseng, please consult the articles appearing on pages 41 and 43, respec-

tively: “Spotlight on Illegal Ginseng Trade,” and “Conserving Wild Ginseng.”

Immediate Actions

Maintain and renew seedling stocks,

ongoing.

Create database of ginseng gene pool by

2008.

Short-term Target

Create seedling stocks with samples of all

main populations of ginseng in

Primorsky Krai by 2010.

Medium-term Target

Conservation of gene pool for wild gin-

seng is guaranteed by 2015.
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H
aving thoroughly reviewed liter-

ature documenting the concep-

tualization and design of the ecore-

gional approach to conservation plan-

ning in the Russian Far East, and hav-

ing corresponded at length with many

contributors to and participants in the

effort, RCN Editors are very impressed

by the scale and scope of the initia-

tive.   In its aim to preserve natural

habitat areas and ecological processes

at scales large enough to maintain

biological diversity, the ecoregional

approach makes good sense from a

conservation biology standpoint. In

comparison, other approaches, more

constrained by human-imposed

administrative and territorial bound-

aries, than directed by consideration

for natural communities and process-

es, seem less likely to yield meaningful,

long-term impacts. 

Planning larger conservation land-

scapes requires a refined understand-

ing of the biological and social con-

text in which programs will be imple-

mented. The Conservation Action Plan

for the RFE is the product of an

exhaustive biological and social evalu-

ation, the results of which explicitly

inform the plan’s design.  The thor-

oughness of this evaluation, its close

examination of the threats, needs, and

opportunities unique to the region, is

a great strength of the initiative.  

Another strength of ecoregional plan-

ning is that it invites, in fact, requires,

participation by key stakeholders.  The

Russian Far East initiative has certainly

attracted the interest and involvement

of a wide range of partners including

representatives of leading environ-

mental NGOs, and other conservation

professionals and scientists. Their early

participation in the planning process

promotes valuable exchange of

expertise and experience and will

help further the integration of strate-

gies and activities in the future.  Their

secured commitments to the realiza-

tion of a united vision for the RFE will

buoy conservation efforts in this criti-

cally important area.

Although our assessment of the ecore-

gional planning concept is over-

whelmingly positive, our analysis

would be unbalanced if we did not

share some cautions about its imple-

mentation on the ground in the

Russian Far East. One of the greatest

challenges we anticipate is the diffi-

culty with which project imple-

menters will be able to monitor and

evaluate their efforts. Although the

Conservation Action Plan clearly artic-

ulates short-, medium-, and long-term

objectives for the initiative, the sheer

number of targets may prove

unwieldy. 

In addition, RCN Editors have noted

that, while for the most part, the Plan

contains specific and measurable tar-

gets, some improvement could be

made in this regard. For example, the

overall goal for the conservation of

wild ginseng is simply to “conserve

viable populations of ginseng in the

wild and restore the plant to parts of

its former range, while allowing local

people to profit from the sustainable

harvest of ginseng.”  Other, similarly

vague goals and objectives appear

sporadically throughout the

Conservation Action Plan. By provid-

ing more specific targets, project plan-

ners could later better determine the

overall success of their efforts. 

RCN Editors also have some con-

cerns about the potential to achieve

many of the proposed goals and

objectives in light of recent and

acute threats to Russia’s system of

protected nature areas (a compre-

hensive report on which appears in

this issue of RCN beginning on page

2).  Participants in the RFE initiative

have envisioned an “econet” to serve

as the framework for supporting

long-term ecosystem processes in the

Ecoregion complex.  Given current

realities, however, one must wonder

if a pervasive reliance on protected

area creation is still a workable strat-

egy in the Russian Far East, or for

that matter, anywhere in the Russian

Federation. Although the protected

area situation remains in flux, the

overall trend is clearly one of decline.

Significant changes in the manage-

ment and administration of the pro-

tected areas system could alter many

of the assumptions around which

major directions of the initiative

were designed. However, perhaps

creating a focus on regional and not

only federal protected areas will be a

viable solution.  In any case, project

implementers will need to modify

their strategies in response to chang-

ing conditions such as the passage or

abolition of certain federal policies.

As this and other plans develop,

mechanisms for adaptive manage-

ment will be necessary. 

Because the Conservation Action

Plan proposes a vision for the long-

term conservation of biodiversity,

and because many of its objectives

are targeted for completion as far

into the future as 2020, it is still very

premature to provide rounded analy-

sis of the approach. Fair and accurate

evaluation will be made only decades

from now, when the impacts and

outcomes of the interventions pro-

posed within the context of the

approach are known. Conservation

at a scale as large as an ecoregion

requires a bold vision and the

courage to implement it.  We wish

the many partners involved in this

plan the best success in their efforts

to conserve the biodiversity of the

Russian Far East.

RCN on the Ecoregional
Approach

RCN #34  18/3/04  17:36  Page 20



21

Protected Areas

Fall/Winter 2003–2004, No. 34

Compiled by RCN Editors

using the personal memoirs

of Feliks Shtilmark

I
n 2003, four zapovedniks in the

Russian Far East – Komsomolsky,

Bolshekhekhtsirsky, Khingansky, and

Zeysky – celebrated the fortieth

anniversary of their creation. How

was it that in 1963, amidst the furor

of an active anti-zapovednik cam-

paign initiated by Khrushchev him-

self, these four zapovedniks came

into existence? To answer this ques-

tion, we turn to the memoirs of the

acclaimed historian of Russian

zapovedniks, Feliks Shtilmark.

From Shtilmark’s memoirs we read:

“During the winter of 1963–64 I had

occasion to meet with Alexander

Khomentovsky, who was then head of

the Far Eastern Branch of the USSR

Academy of Sciences. A reputable geo-

logical scientist and member of the

Academy, Khomentovsky had come to

Moscow from Vladivostok on impor-

tant business. He found time in his

schedule to arrange a meeting with

me. Arriving promptly at the designat-

ed time, I was greeted by the sight of a

tall, thin elderly man whom I immedi-

ately guessed to be Khomentovsky.

One could imagine those long legs

striding over the mountains and

through the taiga, with as much ease

as they might down academic corri-

dors. He began to tell me about a

possible job in one of four newly cre-

ated zapovedniks in the Far East.

Naturally, I was interested, and

intrigued to learn how he had been

able to create the new zapovedniks

when Khrushchev had so recently

seized upon the system.

Peering at me with a wry smile, he

explained that two years prior, he had

submitted to the government a report

advocating for the creation of four

new zapovedniks –  zapovedniks of a

new classification – under the purview

Protected Areas

How Four Zapovedniks
Were Created in Uncertain Times

The Anti-Zapovednik Campaign
of the Early 1960’s
For most of Russia’s zapovedniks, the 1960’s were a very difficult period.

The decade’s drive to reorganize the protected areas network began with a

meeting of the presidium of the USSR Council of Ministers, held December

31, 1960. At that meeting, various ministries and high-level administrative

organs were officially assigned the task of examining the existing network

of zapovedniks and providing the Council of Ministers with a full report

and recommendations to dispense with “anything surplus to require-

ments.” Then, in 1961, before the presidium of the Communist Party

Central Committee, Khrushchev offered his opinions of the system: “What

is a zapovednik? It is national wealth that needs to be protected. But it

turns out that our zapovedniks are of no value at all. We must put this

right…What would happen in the forests if the zapovedniks did not exist?

Nothing at all…” Shortly thereafter, the government issued a decree “On the

Rationalization of the Network of State Zapovedniks and Zakazniks.” As a

result of this decree, six zapovedniks – Altaisky, Kronotsky, Denezhkin

Kamen, Bashkirsky, and Mariysky Zapovedniks were closed. Laplandsky,

Khopersky, and Sudzukhinsky Zapovedniks were turned into branches of

Kandalakshsky, Voronezhsky, and Sikhote-Alinsky Zapovedniks respectively.

The area of Darvinsky Zapovednik was decreased by 53,600 hectares, while

Sikhote-Alinsky Zapovednik was reduced to 300,000 hectares. Finally, pro-

posed plans to expand Barguzinsky Zapovednik were abandoned.

Compiled using material from Feliks Shtilmark’s History of the Russian

Zapovedniks 1895-1995, translated by G.H. Harper, and published by

Russian Nature Press (http://www.rusnatpress.org.uk).

The Gorin River flows through

Komsomolsky Zapovednik, which in 2003

celebrated its fortieth anniversary. Photo

courtesy of Komsomolsky Zapovednik.
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of the Far Eastern Branch of the USSR

Academy of Sciences. Anticipating “just”

criticism, Khomentovsky suggested that

the reserves be created not so much for

the purposes of nature conservation

and wildlife management, but rather

for public use – small islands of little

disturbed nature, where workers from

the region’s major industrial centers

might come to relax and enjoy the

outdoors. The four zapovedniks were

proposed in areas adjacent or proxi-

mate to major population centers:

Bolshekhekhtsirsky close to

Khabarovsk; Komsomolsky across the

Amur from Komsomolsk-na-Amure;

Zeysky, at the planned  site of the

Zeyskaya Hydroelectric Station; and

Khingansky, in Amurskaya Oblast. The

rationale was that these sites would

offer the local workforce opportunities

for rest and relaxation. It is important

to note that at the time there were no

national parks in the Soviet Union, so

this represented a completely new

approach to zapovednik creation.

Khomentovsky’s proposal found an

advocate in M. A. Lavrentev, then the

Chairman of the Siberian Branch of the

USSR Academy of Sciences. It was also

supported by the Presidium of the

Academy of Sciences, and approved by

the Council of Ministers of the USSR, as

well as by Gosplan, the State Planning

Committee primarily responsible for

creating and monitoring annual and

five-year plans. And as for Nikita

Sergeevich Khrushchev, it’s quite possi-

ble that he was entirely circumvented.

As a result of our conversation, I was

appointed to a position in

Komsomolsky Zapovednik. My

responsibility was to ensure that the

zapovednik, which occupied 32,000

hectares on the grounds of the subur-

ban Byelgovsky unit of the

Komsomolsky Forest Enterprise, was

incorporated into the system of the

Academy of Sciences as a protected

area of the new classification. Living

where I did, in the small settlement of

Pivan, I quickly found myself caught

up the romanticism of nearby

Komsomolsk-na-Amure, the fabled

“city of youth” built in the 1930’s by

Komsomol members. Factories in

Komsomolsk turned out submarines

and the latest military aircraft, while

refineries smelted metal; these

achievements figured prominently in

fashionable plays of the day… 

The forest unit was officially adminis-

tered from Pivan, a small settlement

on the outskirts of Komsomolsk, but in

fact had no formal office there. The

nine foresters would meet at the home

of either the forest warden, or his assis-

tant. It was with great surprise and

displeasure that the local people

received word that the taiga surround-

ing their settlement had been granted

protected status. They would no longer

be able to hunt; nor could they gather

pine nuts, mushrooms, or berries.

Timber harvesting was, of course out

of the question, as was even just a hike

through the woods. The foresters would

become guards of the zapovednik,

charged with enforcing observance of

these new restrictions. 

The news flew through Pivan, and

was initially regarded as nothing

more than a foolish joke. I was

accosted on the street one day by the

director of the local school, who inter-

rogated me about the restrictions. My

answers were met with labored sighs

of defeat. Neither he, nor the majority

of the community, had any under-

standing of what it meant for land to

be protected. ‘How is it that we sud-

denly can’t pick the berries and

mushrooms that have always grown

here? And how do you propose to stop

the people from Komsomolsk from

coming here, when they come by the

thousands? What will you do, station

armed guards in the forest? And most

importantly – why, is this being done?

For as long as we can remember the

taiga has been our livelihood and

now we are not even allowed to set

foot in it! And for this you were sent

here from Moscow! If we are not

allowed to hunt the hazel grouse,

what then of the mosquito? ’ ”

It may seem surprising that Shtilmark

recalls such adversarial relations with

the residents of Pivan.  Per

Khomentovsky’s proposal, and per the

understanding of the powers on high,

the zapovednik that was to be created

there, was, after all, intended for use

by the local people, similar to a

national park. Ironically though,

Khomentovsky submitted his recom-

mendations without realizing that this

new zapovednik concept could not

be implemented on the ground with-

out supporting legislation. At the time,

there was no legal precedent for the

creation of a new type of zapovednik,

nearer in its purposes to the present-

day national parks. For that reason,

these new zapovedniks were managed

much as were the old ones.

Forty years have passed since those

early days, and the four zapovedniks

created in 1963 are now well-estab-

lished and have seen a number of sig-

nificant changes. In 1976, for exam-

ple, they were transferred from the

USSR Academy of Sciences to the

Ministry of Agriculture. Komsomolsky

Zapovednik has even taken up new

residence; the zapovednik was reor-

ganized on new territory on the

opposite bank of the Amur River in

1980, several years after fires had dev-

astated the initial site. These zapoved-

niks now play an important role in

environmental education, wildlife

management and scientific research

and their accomplishments are

appreciated not only at local and

regional levels, but also by federal and

international observers. 

Dr. Feliks Shtilmark is a Senior

Researcher at the Severtsov Institute

(Academy of Sciences) and is recog-

nized as one of Russian’s leading

experts in zapovednik affairs. He has

written more than 10 books and over

400 articles on forest zoology and

nature protection.
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By Eugene Simonov

and Tom Dahmer

C
onservationists in Russia and

China are united by the very river

that divides them. The great Amur –

or as it is known in China,

Heilongjiang, or Black Dragon –

defines thousands of kilometers of the

Russian-Chinese border, and is recog-

nized by both countries for its out-

standing conservation value. The

Amur and its tributaries provide

unique habitats for over 100 fish

species, while its floodplain is an

important link in the chain of

stopover and nesting sites for millions

of migratory birds. Conservationists

believe that the most effective strategy

for conserving the biodiversity of this

important river, its tributaries, and its

wetlands is the creation of a compre-

hensive transboundary network of

protected areas, as well as individual

transboundary nature reserves.

Russia and China have both made

significant progress in establishing

protection regimes for their respec-

tive territories in the Amur River

Basin. In Russia, approximately 21%

of the wetlands of the Amur River

Basin are protected, encompassing 5

zapovedniks, 1 nature park, and 23

zakazniks. On the Chinese side, at

least 1.5 million hectares of wetland

territory are protected by 15 nation-

al-level protected areas, while an

additional 1 million hectares have

protection on the local-level.

Certainly, this represents outstanding

achievement and progress in conser-

vation. However, because ecosystems

and natural processes transcend

national boundaries, it is important

that Russia and China develop strate-

gies for transboundary cooperation.

For many years, the environmental

problems of the Amur were exclud-

ed from bilateral discussions, with

“more pressing issues” such as the

resolution of border disputes and the

negotiation of trade agreements

instead taking center stage. In recent

years, however, prospects for collab-

oration between Russia and China

on international conservation activi-

ties have increased markedly. China

and Russia have both signed signifi-

cant international environmental

conventions including the

Convention on International Trade

in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna

and Flora (CITES), the United

Nations Environment Programme’s

(UNEP) Convention on Biological

Diversity, and the Ramsar

Convention on Wetlands.

In the last decade, Russia and China

have also entered into a number of

bilateral conservation-related agree-

ments, of which the Agreement “On

Cooperation in Environmental

Protection,” signed in May 1994, is

foremost. Furthermore, in 1997, the

two countries signed an agreement

granting their provinces the right to

Developing an International Transboundary
Nature Reserve on Lake Khanka

Transboundary
Protected Area
A transboundary protected area is

defined as an area of land and/or

sea that straddles one or more

boundaries between states, sub-

national units such as provinces

and regions, autonomous areas

and/or areas beyond the limits of

national sovereignty or jurisdic-

tion, whose constituent parts are

especially dedicated to the pro-

tection and maintenance of bio-

logical diversity, and of natural

and associated cultural resources

and managed cooperatively

through legal and other means.

Source: World Commission on

Protected Areas (WCPA) Best

Practice Protected Area

Guidelines Series, ed. Adrian

Phillips.

International Transboundary Nature Reserve on Lake Khanka. Map by M. Dubinin.
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develop international agreements

and cooperative mechanisms as long

as they do not encroach on federal

obligations. Among Russian

provinces, Khabarovsky Krai has

been the most active in this regard,

having signed several agreements

with its Chinese neighbor,

Heilongjiang Province.

Joint participation in a number of

projects addressing transboundary

aspects of nature conservation and

natural resource management further

established a base upon which Russia

and China might build subsequent

efforts to develop transboundary pro-

tected areas. In 1995-1996, for exam-

ple, scientists and land planners from

Primorsky and Khabarovsky Krais in

the Russian Federation and

Heilongjiang Province in China

gained good experience through par-

ticipation in a joint initiative to devel-

op a sustainable land use and alloca-

tion program for the Ussuri/Wusuli

River Watershed. This project, funded

by USAID and the US National

Committee on US-China Relations,

and administered by the American

NGO, Ecologically Sustainable

Development, Inc., yielded important

results including recommenda-

tions for the creation of

several transboundary

protected areas.

Generally speak-

ing, transbound-

ary protected

areas offer partici-

pating countries

and jurisdictions

enriched opportunities

for international cooperation

at many different levels. They also

enhance environmental protection

across ecosystems and facilitate

more effective research on shared

biological resources. Another benefit

of transboundary protected areas is

that they ensure better cross-border

control of problems such as fires,

poaching, and smuggling. By virtue

of being relatively high profile, trans-

boundary reserves can also help miti-

gate challenges facing

protected areas on

the national level.

This is particularly

true in the

Russia-China case

because protect-

ed areas in the

two countries have

similar overarching

needs, including

increased support and under-

standing from governments and

society at large; more consistent

involvement and activity from vari-

ous stakeholders; and greater inte-

gration into the changing socio-

economic environment.

Biodiversity Across Borders

To date, China and Russia have

made most progress in the devel-

opment of a transboundary pro-

Rush thickets along Lake Khanka. Photo courtesy of Khankaisky Zapovednik.

Lake Khanka is an important stopover for

migratory birds, including the white-naped

crane (Grus vipio). Photo courtesy of

Khankaisky  Zapovednik.
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tected area at Lake Khanka, or

Xingkai Hu in Chinese, which

straddles the border between

Russia’s Primorsky Krai and China’s

Heilongjiang Province. The largest

in northeast Asia, this ancient lake

is fed by 26 rivers, 9 of which drain

from China, and 17 from Russia.

The only outflow river from the

lake is the Sungacha River, which

subsequently flows into the Ussuri

and then into the Amur River. The

lake’s drainage system provides

habitat to relict flora and fauna and

is characterized by high levels of

biodiversity. Most notably, the lake’s

freshwater ecosystem is among the

most biodiverse in all of Northeast

Asia; over 69 species of fish inhabit

its waters, including 2 listed in the

Russian Red Data Book. In addition,

the lake and surrounding areas are

inhabited by 333 bird species,

among which 44 are rare or endan-

gered, such as the red-crowned

crane, the white-naped crane, and

the Oriental white stork. Lake

Khanka is an important stopover

for up to 4 million migratory birds

on the North East Asian flyway and

is recognized by the Ramsar

Convention as a Wetland of

International importance on both

the Russian and Chinese sides.

To protect these globally significant

wetlands, national-level nature

reserves were established by both

Russia and China on their respec-

tive sides of the lake. The Russian

reserve, Khankaisky Zapovednik,

was established in 1990. The core

area of the reserve covers 38,000

hectares, while the buffer zone

consists of 73,000 hectares, for a

total combined area of 111,000

hectares. The Russian zapovednik

provides strict protection to several

important wetland areas along the

lake’s eastern shore, while the rest

of its territory is occupied by the

sparsely populated “buffer zone,”

where land use is subject to certain

restrictions. Management of the

zapovednik is overseen by authori-

ties in distant Moscow, and loose,

poorly defined ties are maintained

with the regional government of

Primorsky Krai. 

The Chinese Reserve, Xingkai Lake

National Nature Reserve, was first

established as a province-level

nature reserve by Heilongjiang

Province in 1986 and subsequently

upgraded by the State Council of

China to a national-level reserve in

1994. As with all nature reserves in

China, Xingkai Lake National Nature

Reserve is divided into three parts:

the core area, the buffer zone and

the “experimental zone.” The core

area is fully protected. In the buffer

zone, only scientific observations

and research activities are allowed.

The area surrounding the buffer

zone is designated as the experimen-

tal zone, which may be used for such

activities as scientific experimenta-

tion, education, tourism and the

domestication and breeding of rare

and endangered wild animals or

plant species.

The nature reserve has jurisdiction

over the lake’s entire Chinese shore

and all adjacent wetlands, with the

exception of one state rice farm, for

a total area of 222,488 hectares.

More than twenty thousand people

– mostly farmers and fishermen –

live within with the boundaries of

the reserve, including some who

still reside within the core zones,

which is naturally a concern to

reserve managers. The Chinese pro-

tected area is overseen by a com-

plex management structure which

includes government authorities on

four levels, with the sub-provincial

Jixi City serving as the most impor-

tant link and source for supplemen-

tary funding.

Khankaisky Zapovednik and its

Chinese counterpart both protect

territory that has been, and continues

to be, altered by man. Approximately

80% of the wetlands surrounding

Khanka Lake have been converted

for agricultural use, and the pesti-

cides that farmers use on their rice

paddies and grain fields have signifi-

cantly polluted the lake water. On

both sides of the lake, future devel-

opment threatens the last remaining

wetlands, while human-caused fires

further degrade and deforest the

ecosystem. Overfishing and a vigor-

ous trans-border fish trade threatens

valuable fish species.

The ecosystem’s outstanding biodi-

versity, as well as the extent of the

threats which face it, make Lake

Khanka an ideal testing ground for

the development of international

cooperation between protected

The floodplains of Lake Khanka support diverse aquatic and marsh vegetation. Photo cour-

tesy of Khankaisky Zapovednik.
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areas. More so than anywhere else

on the Chinese-Russian border, the

area surrounding Lake Khanka rep-

resents a confluence of conserva-

tion opportunities and develop-

ment challenges.

Formalizing Collaboration

Russia and China began efforts to

develop a transboundary protected

area incorporating Lake Khanka in

the mid 1990’s. In 1996, Ministry

officials signed a special internation-

al agreement declaring the creation

of Khanka Lake International Nature

Reserve. The agreement prescribed

fields for cooperation and envi-

sioned the creation of a high com-

mission that would plan and oversee

its implementation. Since then, at

least four follow-up meetings held

between 1996 and 2001 reiterated

the “importance of future coopera-

tion,” although in fact little coopera-

tion between the reserves actually

happened in the field. 

Early efforts at collaboration were

impeded by a number of factors.

The first several years saw high staff

turnover on both sides, including

three nature reserve directors, and

new staff took no ownership of the

international reserve concept.

Furthermore, the high commission

that was envisioned in 1996 was

never established, thus causing

bureaucratic problems such as pro-

cedural ambiguity. Additionally

complicating the process were

problems arising from each side’s

relative unfamiliarity with the

other, as well as the difficulty in

overcoming cultural and linguistic

barriers. Finally, there was simply a

lack of funding available for trans-

boundary cooperation, due in large

part to the fact that implementa-

tion mechanisms and funding pro-

grams of many of international

conventions and donors are region-

specific. According to the United

Nation’s system of geographic clas-

sification, after which many major

conventions are modeled, Russia is

considered part of Europe, and

China part of Asia. Thus, activities

carried out to address cross-region-

al issues of the Amur River basin as

a whole can not be implemented

under the jurisdiction of a single

regional bureau. 

Despite inauspicious beginnings,

reserve managers have recently

expressed renewed interest in devel-

oping the international transboundary

reserve. In October 2003, managers of

Xingkai National Nature Reserve

appealed to Russian colleagues and

the Russian Program Office of the

World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)

to hold a “reunion” meeting that

might provide the opportunity to

develop a more concrete plan of

action. One of the primary reasons for

China’s resurgent interest in the initia-

tive is the fact that in the last several

years there has been a rapid increase

in the number of nature reserves in

northeastern China, and transbound-

ary status would give Xingkai National

Nature Reserve competitive advantage

in raising funds from the government

and international donor organizations. 

At the October meeting, partici-

pants, who included reserve staff

and authorities from several con-

servation agencies, agreed on a

cooperative action plan for 2003-

2004. Topping the list of prelimi-

nary collaborative activities are:

monitoring endangered bird

species; expansion of protection

regimes in wetland areas along the

transboundary Sungacha River; cel-

ebration of “Lake Khanka Day”; and

work toward achieving biosphere

status. Other topics for potential

future cooperation were also dis-

cussed, including joint research and

monitoring of the lake’s ecosystem,

unification of fishing regulations,

the development of an internation-

al tourist route, pollution manage-

ment, and resettlement issues. The

overall breadth of issues under con-

sideration is so wide that were they

all to be undertaken, no fewer than

a dozen different agencies on the

Russian side would be involved. 

Participants in the October meeting

also drafted a charter for the Joint

Chinese-Russian Commission on Lake

Khanka/Xingkai International Nature

Reserve, which was originally envi-

sioned in 1996. Drafts of the charter

were sent to Moscow and Beijing for

review, and a small working group

was created to ensure that momen-

tum is maintained while plans for the

commission’s creation are finalized by

ministries in each country. Although

comments on the draft have yet to be

received from either country’s capital,

participants in the initiative are

encouraged by plans for a proposed

trip to Vladivostok and the Russian

shore of Lake Khanka by the Deputy

Mayor of Jixi City. 

After productive meetings in

October, the cooperative agenda

now certainly has more clarity than

it has at any point in the last seven

years. Hopefully, the protracted ges-

tation period of the Joint Chinese-

Russian Commission will soon come

to a close, lending additional struc-

ture and support to this very impor-

tant initiative.

Eugene Simonov is an advisor to

the WWF-RFE Amur/Heilong River

Basin Initiative. He is also a student

at North East Forestry University in

Harbin, China. Tom Dahmer is the

Managing Director of Ecosystems

Limited, a firm consulting on biodi-

versity conservation in East Asia. He

has worked in Heilongjiang Province

on nature conservation since 2000. 

Reference: 

Ecologically Sustainable

Development, Inc. A Sustainable

Land Use and Allocation Program for

the Ussuri/Wusuli River Watershed

and Adjacent Territories.
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O
ver the past six years, environ-

mental conditions of the Amur

River have worsened significantly.

Khabarovsky Krai has experienced

both catastrophic flooding and river

shoaling. The waters of the Amur

have acquired an unpleasant odor

and taste. Pollution levels soar in the

wintertime, while in the summers,

the river is characterized by unusual-

ly high water temperatures and

murkiness. 

These acute and unpredictable

changes in the river’s physical and

hydrological features can be attrib-

uted to the negative impacts of

human activity in the region. If these

threats are not immediately

addressed, the battle for one of the

world’s richest and most beautiful

rivers may be lost. Large-scale log-

ging in the Amur Basin, heavy pollu-

tion of the river and its tributaries

with industrial and household

wastes, and the conversion of wet-

lands for agricultural purposes all

threaten the natural functioning of

the riverine system. 

These changes, in turn, have degrad-

ed the quality of drinking water in

communities up and down the

Amur. Deficits of potable water

increase with each passing year.

Problems with water quality have

also affected the river’s ability to

support the more than one hundred

unique fish species inhabiting its

waters, including the largest member

of the sturgeon family, the great

kaluga sturgeon (Huso daurica). 

It is a sad paradox, indeed, that a

region with such abundant water

resources, a region regarded as one

of Russia’s most water-rich territo-

ries, might experience problems

providing potable water to it resi-

dents. In terms of volume, the Amur

can be compared, without exaggera-

tion, to a sea. The largest river in the

Russian Far East, and one of the

largest free-flowing rivers in the

world, the Amur’s annual run-off

exceeds the total volume of the Sea

of Azov. This amounts to 200,000

cubic meters of water per resident

of Khabarovsky Krai.

The Amur’s vast supply of water is

renewed primarily from sources in

neighboring Russian territories, with

almost 75% of the river’s volume fed

by the Shilka, Zeya, Bureya, and

Ussuri Rivers. As these lesser rivers

flow through their basins en route to

the Amur, they gather millions of

tons of pollutants. The Shilka River,

for example, crosses one of Russia’s

most important ore deposits. 

Research, however, implicates anoth-

er source as the primary cause of the

hydrological regime changes that

have been observed in the middle

flow of the Amur. Scientists at the

Institute of Water and Ecological

Problems of the Far Eastern Branch

of the Russian Academy of Sciences

have recently determined that 90%

of the pollution in the Amur River

can be traced back to sources in

Chinese Territory, specifically the

Sungari River. 

The Sungari River, or Songhua, as it

is known in China, flows north

through Heilongjiang Province, to

the Chinese border where it feeds

into the Amur. The Amur’s largest

tributary, the Sungari accounts for

Endangered Ecosystems

Fall/Winter 2003–2004, No. 34 27

Endangered Ecosystems

Russia and China Confront Ecological Problems
along the Amur River

Fast Facts on the Amur River

• With a total length of 4,400 kilometers, the Amur River is the world's

eighth longest river.

• The Amur River Basin has the second highest level of freshwater biodi-

versity in the Northern Hemisphere after the Mississippi.

• The river provides unique habitat for over 104 freshwater species, of

which 18 species and one genus are endemic to the region.

• It supports 7 species of migratory salmon.

• The floodplain of the Amur River is an important link in the chain of

stopover and nesting sites for millions of migratory birds.

• As much as 95% of the world’s nesting population of Oriental white

storks is found in the Amur floodplain, along with 65% of the red-

crowned crane and 50% of white-naped crane populations.

Source: Darman Yu. A. and L. Williams, ed., Conservation Action Plan for the

Russian Far East Ecoregion Complex, Part 2: NGO Joint Action Plan.
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25% of the river’s total drainage.

Approximately 70 million people

live in the Sungari River Basin; this

populous region is supported by

agricultural activities, as well as oil

extraction and refinement, and

chemical and timber processing.

These industries have played a very

significant role in polluting the

river, and contaminating fish stocks

with both biological contaminants

and chemical substances.

Consequently, Chinese ecologists

now consider the Sungari a “dead

river.”

The Sungari’s impact on the Amur

is undeniable. After every large

flood, Chinese household wastes

can be spotted littering the islands,

shores, and beaches of the Amur all

the way from Khabarovsk to

Nikolaevsk-na-Amure, over 1,000

kilometers downstream from the

confluence of the two rivers. In July

and August of 1998, during a signif-

icant period of flooding on the

Sungari, researchers at the Institute

of Water and Ecological Problems

identified large quantities of vari-

ous toxic substances in the Amur.

Oil spots floated on the surface of

water capped by cloudy yellow

foam and all sorts of garbage. The

usually pristine islands of the mid-

dle Amur looked more like forgot-

ten dumpsites. Similar phenomena

were observed during the summers

of 2000 and 2001.

Conservation of the Amur – or even

just preserving the region’s ecologi-

cal balance at current levels –

would be extremely difficult, if not

impossible, without simultaneously

taking practical steps to conserve

rivers in China. Although authorities

in Heilongjiang Province have been

slow to address the ecological prob-

lems of the Sungari and Amur, the

growing seriousness of threats has

brought conservation of the Amur

to the forefront of international dis-

cussions. In February 2002, for

example, participants in the Joint

Russian-Chinese Working Group on

Nature Conservation and

Sustainable Resource Use, whose

members include representatives

from Khabarovsky Krai and the

Jewish Autonomous Oblast in

Russia, and Heilongjiang Province in

China, urgently developed an agen-

da for collaborative monitoring of

the Amur and Ussuri Rivers. In their

discussions, they established general

consensus on possible methodologi-

cal approaches and funding oppor-

tunities. They also agreed on which

points along the Amur to gather

water samples; established protocol

for joint monitoring trips; and

developed a system of 27 analytical

indicators.

Continued cooperation between

Russian and Chinese conservationists

is critical in healing the Amur, which

experts on both sides will agree, is

now facing a slow and painful death.

Simply, the ecological problems of

the Amur – the longest border river

in the world – can be solved only

though collaborative efforts by the

two countries it separates.

Aleksei Makhinov, Ph. D., is the

Deputy Director of the Institute for

Aquatic and Ecological Problems of

the Far Eastern Branch of the Russian

Academy of Sciences and is a profes-

sor at Khabarovsk State Technical

University.

Mist enshrouds the Amur River. Photo by V. Andronov.
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T
he lower basin of the Amur River

is home to several small indige-

nous groups including the Nanai

(population 12,000) and the Ulchi

(population 3,200). For centuries, the

Amur and its many riches have

formed the cornerstone of these

indigenous peoples’ existence. 

Today, the vast majority of the Nanai

and Ulchi people still live along the

Amur, where they continue to fish

and have begun to farm. Their com-

munities, like so many in the region,

and so many across Russia, have

been acutely affected by decades of

economic crisis and hardship. In

recent years, conditions have wors-

ened significantly, as drastic changes

in the Amur threaten the economic,

physical, and cultural well being of

the people living along its shores.

The uncontrolled discharge of pollutu-

tants into the Amur has tainted water

quality, contaminated fish stocks, and

effectively brought the river to the

brink of disaster. It was during the win-

ter of 1997 that local residents first

began to notice the problem. The river’s

water, which once ran clean and pure,

began to acquire an unpleasant, medici-

nal odor. The scent was detectible in

fish also, most notably, among those in

the sturgeon and salmon families. 

Officials offered a number of explana-

tions for the phenomenon, the most

likely of which, many believe, is wide-

spread pollution of the river by phe-

nol. Phenol is a commercial product

used in the production of resins, poly-

carbonates, epoxies, and medicinal

preparations. It also exists naturally

and is found in human and animal

wastes and decomposing organic

materials. Industries along the Amur –

both in Russia and China – likely use

phenol in their production. In addi-

tion, waste processing and treatment

along the Amur and its tributaries is

often weak or altogether non-existent. 

For the indigenous people living

along the lower flow of the Amur,

who have long depended on its fish

for their livelihood, the potential

impact of this pollution is a grave

concern. During periods when the

scent has been particularly strong,

officials, including authorities from

the Nanaisky and Ulchsky Districts

of Khabarovsky Krai, have issued

warnings against the use of fish

freshly caught from the Amur. 

Unfortunately, for many Nanai and

Ulchi, refraining from fish consump-

tion is unpracticable. For these people,

the fish of the Amur is a dietary staple,

and their primary protein source.

Cultural tradition and economic reali-

ty compel them to eat the fish any-

way, despite the warnings and prohib-

itive measures. 

The words of Grigory

Khedzher, a renowned

Nanai writer, capture the

concerns of his people: “I’m

not afraid of anyone, but

the Amur is the lifeblood of

the Nanai. If it dies, we will

die as well. Am I being

melodramatic? Take a look

at any Nanai village along

the Amur, and there you

will find unemployed men

and women with large

families to support, you will

find teachers and doctors

who are not receiving their

wages. These people subsist

on the fish they catch from

the Amur; they also sell it

to buy bread, salt, sugar,

and butter. Without fish, I

do not know how my peo-

ple would survive. I cannot

just stop eating the food I

have eaten all my life. Do

you think any of my people

are different in that

respect? I assure you, no

matter how polluted the

Amur, we will not stop

consuming its bounty. We

will eat it and we will slow-

ly poison ourselves… How

many years have the Nanai

left before we vanish from

the face of the earth? Better

not to guess; better instead

to save the Amur!”

Compiled by RCN Editors

using materials provided

by the Russian

Association of

Indigenous Peoples of

the North (RAIPON).

Decorative border created

using a design worked in metal

by G. Samar, a Nanai craftsman.

Ecological Crisis on the Amur: Perspectives
from the Indigenous Community

Local fisherman inspects his catch.

Photo by K. Mikhailov.
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By Albert Dumikyan

T
he Amur River Basin is currently

the only region in Russia in

which hydroelectric construction is

being carried out and where plans

for future development of hydro-

electric resources are underway. The

Zeyskaya Station, which was con-

structed on the Zeya River in

Amurskaya Oblast from 1964-1980,

is already operational; the Bureiskaya

Station is nearing completion; and

projects for the Nizhnebureiskaya

and Gilyuiskaya Stations are in devel-

opment. Hydroelectric power is gen-

erally considered to be a renewable,

“clean” energy source, but its long

term negative effects on the sur-

rounding territory are significant.

Without consideration for adverse

impacts and appropriate measures to

mitigate them, the creation of dams

and their reservoirs can lead to sig-

nificant biodiversity loss and

decreased bioproductivity of natural

complexes. In one protected area in

the Russian Far East, the complexity

and significance of balancing com-

peting pressures for hydroelectric

development and nature conserva-

tion are already evident.

Scientists at Bureinsky Zapovednik,

working with colleagues at the

Institute of Water Problems,

Russian Academy of

Sciences, have predicted that

the Bureiskaya Station will

significantly impact the ecosys-

tem of the Bureisky floodplain.

Their conclusions are based on

extensive research carried out

during the sum-

mers of 2002 and

2003 and modeled on

analogous conditions

in the Zeysky Basin.

Despite the fact that

Bureinsky Zapovednik

is 150 kilometers from

the projected north-

ern border of the

floodplain, researchers

predict that changes

in the river’s hydro-

logical regime will in

time adversely affect

the natural complexes

of the zapovednik, as

has already been observed in the

Zeysky Basin.

One of the most significant impacts

expected will be the loss of habitat.

Imposition of the reservoir in the

river valley and in its canyons will

threaten the Mongolian oak

(Quercus mongolica) and Mongolian

oak-Daurian birch (Betula daurica)

forests on the reservoir’s northern

periphery, as well as the characteris-

tic animals species living there,

including the Amur badger (Meles

meles amurensis) and Maacki

Peacock butterfly (Papilio maackii),

among others. Flooding of the reser-

voir’s marshy left embankment near

the village Chekunda, will destroy

habitat for the black crane

(Grus monacha), which is list-

ed in the Russian Red Book of

Rare and Endangered Animals.

With the near complete elimina-

tion of current, as well as

increased water

temperature

and altered

chemical composition in the reser-

voir and its small and medium tribu-

taries, grayling (Thymallus thymallus)

and trout (Salmo trutta) will likely

disappear, while there is a possibility

that Manchurian trout

(Brachymystax lenok) will meet a

similar fate. Southern species, includ-

ing the raccoon dog (Nyctereutes

procyonoides), the Himalayan black

bear (Ursus thibetanus), and the

Ussurian butterfly (Nossa palaearcti-

ca), and others will be fragmented

and significantly displaced to the

south. 

Another significant environmental

consequence of the Bureiskaya Dam

will be its impact on seasonal migra-

tion and other movements of ani-

mals. The dam and reservoir will

destroy an important migratory cor-

ridor for moose (Alces alces), roe

deer (Capreolus pygarus), and other

species, and animals will have to

travel the length of the reservoir to

cross its shallows. In the winter, the

reservoir will present a signifi-

Hydroelectric Development and Nature
Conservation: Striking a Delicate Balance

Bureiskaya Station is already providing energy to surrounding

regions, but at what price? Photo courtesy of Bureinsky

Zapovednik.

Photo courtesy of Bureinsky Zapovednik.
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cant obstacle to ungulates. Because

winds in the area of the reservoir

will be 1.5-2 times higher than in the

protected river valleys, snow cover-

age will be limited and the slick bare

ice will be a treacherous surface.

Such conditions will favor predators,

including most significantly the wolf

(Canis lupus), for which the frozen

reservoir will become prime hunting

grounds. In addition to pressure

exerted by increased predation,

many species will also be at risk for

traumatic injury and possible death

incurred while trying to negotiate

steep embankments, fallen timber,

and thin ice. Anadromous fish

species, including whitefish

(Coregonus ussuriensis), grayling

(Thymallus thymallus), trout (Salmo

trutta), Manchurian trout

(Brachymystax lenok), and taimen

(Hucho taimen) will also suffer, as

the dam will block migrating fish

traveling up river, as well as smelt

traveling back down river once they

have hatched. 

Additional damming in the region

will further interrupt the periodic

monsoon floods which support

many freshwater ecosystems in the

Amur’s vast catchment area. Prior to

the construction of the Zeyskaya

Station, such flooding occurred every

eleven to twelve years. Flood fre-

quency is now once every thirty

years, and with the isolation of the

Bureya River from its floodplain, that

period will likely increase to once

every hundred years. The impacts of

this change will threaten

rare migratory birds, including the

Japanese and Daursky crane (Grus

japonensis, Grus vipio) and the Far

Eastern stork (Ciconia boyciana), all

of which are listed in the Russian

Red Book, and for which the region

is an important stop over along the

Northeast Asian Flyway.

Finally, the creation of the reservoir

will improve access to the area for

people, who will easily traverse it by

boat in the summer and by snow-

mobile and car in the winter. This

will bring about a sharp rise in

poaching by fisherman and hunters,

especially in areas of high popula-

tion density, such as migration corri-

dors and mating areas. Particularly at

risk will be endangered species such

as the musk deer (Moschus

moschiferus) and Siberian grouse

(Falcipennis falcipennis).

Bureinsky Zapovednik staff and

management advocate the creation

of additional protected areas as the

most effective way to mitigate the

long-term negative impact that the

Bureiskaya Dam will have on the

Upper Bureisky Region. So as to

ensure that conservation concerns

and economic interests are balanced,

the new protected areas should be

created in such a way that encour-

ages collaborative stakeholder

participation. The optimal

solution for the region

would be to create a

biosphere reserve

based on the prin-

ciples of the

Biosphere
Reserve Defined
A biosphere reserve is an area of ter-

restrial and/or coastal-marine

ecosystems that has received inter-

national recognition from the

UNESCO Program on Man and the

Biosphere, and which fulfills three

synergistic functions. The conserva-

tion function contributes to the

conservation of landscapes, ecosys-

tems, species, and genetic variation.

The development function fosters

economic development that is eco-

logically and culturally sustainable.

The logistic support function facili-

tates research, monitoring, training,

and education related to local,

regional, and global conservation

and development issues. A biosphere

reserve consists of three elements:

the core area, which is granted strict

protection and used for conserva-

tion of biological diversity and study

of intact ecosystems; the buffer

zone, which surrounds or borders

the core area and is used for ecolog-

ically safe activities that may include

environmental education, recre-

ation, tourism, and scientific

research; and the transition area,

also sometimes called the “coopera-

tion zone,” which includes human

settlements and involves several

forms of agricultural

activity, or which is

used for other

purposes.

Intact landscapes of Bureinsky Zapovednik. Photo courtesy of Bureinsky Zapovednik
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Seville Strategy developed by

UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere

(MAB) Program. A steering commit-

tee comprised of local stakeholders

and zapovednik staff, and overseen

by the head of the regional adminis-

tration will guide the creation of the

biosphere reserve. 

Bureinsky Zapovednik, which occu-

pies 411,700 hectares in the basin of

the right and left forks of the Bureya

River, will be central to the bios-

phere’s creation. The zapovednik,

which for fifteen years has played an

important role in biodiversity con-

servation in the region, serving as a

sanctuary for plant and animal

species characteristic of Eastern

Siberian communities, will constitute

the core area of the biosphere

reserve. The buffer zone might incor-

porate land stretching from the

western periphery of the zapovednik

to the Ezop Range and on to the

confluence of the right and left forks

of the Bureya River. The regional

administration and Urgalsky Forest

Enterprise have already consented to

giving this land protected status. Its

virgin taiga, home to little-studied

endemic floral and faunal species,

makes it very appealing for eco-

tourism and scientific biological

research.

The creation of the biosphere’s tran-

sition area, or “cooperation zone,”

will be more complex. Preexisting

protected areas, including

Dublikansky Zakaznik, with an area

of 131,500 hectares, and Sosnovaya

Roscha Nature Monument will likely

be included in this area. However,

because of the creation of the reser-

voir, additional protected areas in

key parts of the floodplain – in the

lower reaches of the Lower Melgin

River, in the upper reaches of the

Tyrmyi River, and in the vicinity of

the village Ust-Urgal – should also

be created. Tyrmensky Forest

Enterprise has already consented to

the creation of Nizhnemelginsky

Zakaznik (60,000 hectares) and

Tyrma Nature Monument (44,600

hectares), while the regional admin-

istration and Urgalsky Forest

Enterprise are still considering the

creation of a 24,400 hectare protect-

ed area on the northern border of

the reservoir and in the range of the

Ust-Urgalsky National Park.

Scientists at Bureinsky Zapovednik

believe that Ust-Urgalsky Natural

Park will be the most promising

option for a “cooperation zone.” Its

territory has traditionally served as a

recreation area for local residents,

who hunt, fish, and gather non-tim-

ber forest products there. The park

is also used by corporate groups;

the Urgalugol Company has a resort

area there and another company

uses part of the territory as a hunt-

ing ground. These and other stake-

holders will be able to continue

their use of the land, while

Bureinsky Zapovednik will also

have access to the territory for con-

servation activities and research

purposes. The zapovednik already

has plans to establish permanent

monitoring stations in the park that

will, together with similar stations

at the confluence of the right and

left forks of the Bureya River, facili-

tate study of the middle part of the

Bureya channel and changes in its

hydrological regime. The communi-

ty will also benefit from planned

education and outreach programs,

including a proposed environmen-

tal camp for youth and an ethno-

graphic museum devoted to the

lifestyle of the indigenous Evenk

people. 

Steering committee members and

other participants in the process

report positive developments

toward the biosphere’s creation.

Recently, three protected areas slat-

ed for incorporation in the bios-

phere reserve – Ust-Urgalksy Nature

Park, Nizhnemelginsky Zakaznik,

and Tyrma Nature Monument –

were included in the “Plan to Create

Protected Areas in Khabarovsky Krai

from 2002-2010.” The Institute for

Water and Ecological Problems of

the Far Eastern Branch of the

Russian Academy of Sciences,

together with the Far Eastern

Scientific Research Institute of

Forestry have also pledged official

support to their creation. The cre-

ation of the biosphere reserve was

discussed and received support at

the seventh meeting of the

UNESCO-MAB East Asian Biosphere

Reserve Network, held in 2001. The

initiative also received support from

the Presidium of the Krai’s All-

Russian Society for Nature

Conservation. The government of

Khabarovsky Krai, the Department

of Natural Resources and

Environmental Protection of the

Ministry of Natural Resources of the

Russian Federation for Khabarovsky

Krai, and the head of the Upper

Bureisky Regional government have

taken the initiative under consider-

ation, and steering committee

members are hopeful that the proj-

ect will be approved soon.

Creation of the proposed biosphere

reserve will place almost 6.5 million

hectares of the Upper Bureya region

under some form of protection. Its

creation will facilitate monitoring of

almost the entire catchment area of

the Bureya Basin. Existing and

prospective protected areas will,

together with other nearby protect-

ed areas including Zhelundinsky,

Malmaltinsky, and Levyie Agoli

Zakazniks, as well as Kompaneisky

Nature Monument, contribute to the

development of a uniform ecological

corridor in Amurskaya Oblast. Thus,

the biosphere reserve has the poten-

tial to mitigate many of the negative

impacts of the Bureiskaya Station on

its reservoir and the natural complex

of the region.

Albert Dumikyan is Director of

Bureinsky Zapovednik.
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By Dale G. Miquelle

and Victor V. Bogatov

C
onservation planning does not

occur in a vacuum, and a num-

ber of key steps are necessary in the

planning process: understanding the

advantages and disadvantages of

existing conservation plans; assessing

the effectiveness of the existing sys-

tem of protected areas, and more

inclusive plans for biodiversity con-

servation; identifying key elements

that are not receiving adequate pro-

tection; and devising mechanisms to

provide protection, ideally in a man-

ner that will be politically feasible.

As part of the USAID-funded

Environmental Policy and

Technology Project in the early

1990’s, we were provided with an

opportunity to develop a strategy

for biodiversity conservation of the

Sikhote-Alin ecosystem. We were

not the first to consider how best to

protect the functional integrity of

this vast landscape. Primorsky Krai

had already developed an extensive

nature protection plan, “The Long-

term Program for Nature

Conservation and the Rational Use

of Nature Resources in Primorsky

Territory through 2005,” and

Khabarovsk had made significant

gains recently in creating new pro-

tected territories. Zapovedniks and

zakazniks are already well estab-

lished, some existing for nearly 70

years.  Our job, therefore, was to

first assess the existing system, and

then make recommendations how

best to improve it.

Many approaches have been devel-

oped to devise the most effective

protected areas system. Because land

is always at a premium with many

interests competing for its use, many

of the mathematical algorithms

developed are an attempt to maxi-

mize protection of biodiversity while

minimizing the amount of land

required. Unfortunately, some of

these approaches fail to acknowl-

edge that in most parts of the world,

protected areas systems are already

in place.

To do this, we used a general

approach known as “gap analysis,”

which represents an attempt to iden-

tify the “gaps” in the existing protect-

ed areas system. To conduct such an

analysis, however, requires that one

defines exactly what a gap is, i.e.,

what is missing from the existing pro-

tected areas system.  Ideally, one

would measure the distribution and

abundance of all living organisms,

and determine whether existing pro-

tected areas are sufficient to ensure

their long-term survival.  In reality,

such a task is impossible, so we are

left looking for indicators of biodiver-

sity richness.  For our assessment, we

used a number of such indicators.

First, we sought to determine how

well the full complex of forest and

alpine vegetation types are represent-

ed in the existing protected areas net-

work, with the assumption that by

protecting all forest types, it is possi-

ble to “capture” much of the existing

biodiversity of the region. We enlisted

and provided support to a GIS lab at

the Institute of Geography (Far

Eastern Branch of the Russian

Academy of Sciences) led by S.

Krasnepeev to use Russian Forest

Service inventory data to develop a

GIS database on forest service lands

(GosLesFund) across the entirety of

the Sikhote-Alin Range in Primorsky

Krai.  We defined, as a conservation

goal, protection of 10% of each of all

“grouped forest types” in the Sikhote-

Alin ecosystem.  Whether 10% is suffi-

cient or not is certainly open to

debate, but it is a figure that has been

used extensively in conservation

planning across the world.

Analyses of this database indicated

that only 13 of the 59 “grouped” for-

est types identified in Primorsky Krai

had at least 10% of their land base

protected. However, if existing plans

for creation of protected areas were

implemented (as identified in the

long-term nature conservation pro-

gram for Primorsky Krai), it would

be possible to provide adequate pro-

tection for 36 forest types. Based on

the GIS database created for this

project, we were able to make rec-

ommendations on the amounts of

land required to adequately protect

the remaining 15 grouped forest

types.  Using a similar approach, we

were also able to define where addi-

tional protected measures are

required for alpine and sub-alpine

vegetation types.

Unfortunately, protecting forest

types, by itself, cannot guarantee

protection of all species within an

ecosystem. Some areas are more

valuable in terms of biodiversity pro-

tection because they harbor more

species.  Also, many endangered

species exist in unique, isolated

tracts of land, which may or may not

relate clearly to forest types.  And

finally, there are some species that

require large tracts of lands that will

extend beyond the range of any pro-

tected areas system.  Therefore, addi-

tional analyses are required for these

“special elements.”

To assess these additional needs, we

developed a GIS database of all verte-

brate species, and all rare and endan-

gered animals (as listed in the Russian

A Strategy for Biodiversity Conservation
in the Sikhote-Alin Ecosystem
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Red Data Book) in the Sikhote-Alin

Range. Local specialists from institutes

of the Russian Academy of Sciences

were employed to develop range

maps of each species, and to identify

key habitat types.  Although these

maps were not exact, and identifica-

tion of key habitat types was some-

what objective, this database provid-

ed a means of rapidly assessing where

key areas for biodiversity in

the region occur by overlap-

ping range maps of species

and determining where

species richness was highest.

Our analyses of all vertebrate

species, and all endangered

and rare species, produced

surprisingly similar results.

They indicated that the major

basins of the region – the

Bikin, the Iman, and the

Ussuri – were all key areas for

biodiversity protection.

Unfortunately, data on abun-

dances of species across the

entirety of its range are rarely

available; therefore species

richness maps by themselves

do not always indicate the

value of some lands.  In this

particular case, it was clear

that two of the three basins,

the Iman and the Ussuri, are already

highly populated and relatively

developed, pressure which has great-

ly diminished their conservation

value and precluded creation of pro-

tected areas.  Additionally, these

analyses indicated that the southern

Sikhote-Alin Range and the coastal

regions harbor relatively high levels

of biodiversity. Plans for protection

of the Bikin River basin, therefore,

represent an important opportunity

for biodiversity conservation of the

region.  Similarly, plans for the cre-

ation of two nature parks and one

national park in the southern

Sikhote-Alin Range, as proposed in

Primorye’s long-term plan for nature

protection, represent important

steps forward.

A protected areas system alone sel-

dom offers protection adequate

enough to conserve the full range of

species and the integrity of natural

ecosystems. Some species require

such large tracts of land that it is

unlikely that any protected areas net-

work, by itself, could ensure survival.

Such is the case for the Amur tiger.

The results of a 1996 winter survey

led by the late E. N. Matyushkin, also

funded by the USAID EPT Project,

indicated that 95% of the remaining

Amur tigers in the world exist in the

Sikhote-Alin ecosystem, and that

presently only some 7% of tiger habi-

tat has any form of protected status.

A full range analysis of habitat require-

ments of the Amur tiger, which is now

being conducted by the Wildlife

Conservation Society, was beyond the

The coastal regions of the southern Sikhote-Alin

harbor especially high levels of biodiversity. Photo

courtesy of Dersu Uzala Ecotourism Fund.

An early autumn snow falls on a herd of Sika deer (Cervus nippon). Photo by I. Shpilenok.
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scope of EPT project. However, the

Wildlife Conservation Society was able

to provide some concrete recommen-

dations that related directly to tiger

conservation across the ecosystem. The

Wildlife Conservation Society has

worked to identify management zones

within Russian Forest Service Lands

(GosLesFund) that are compatible with

biodiversity conservation, and that

might provide some linkages between

protected area networks.  By mapping

protected areas together with the

“Group One” forests in Primorsky Krai,

which are high value forest stands that

are effectively protected from timber

exploitation as a primary use, the

Wildlife Conservation Society deter-

mined that there exist two dense net-

works of protected areas in the region,

and that “Group One” forests could

provide linkages that would effectively

protect a large population of tigers. The

Wildlife Conservation Society has

issued recommendations that the exist-

ing biodiversity conservation plans for

Primorsky and southern Khabarovsky

Krais be adjusted to incorporate these

findings.

However, conservation plans are only

valuable if they receive political sup-

port, and are actually implemented.  In

Khabarovsky Krai, the Wildlife

Conservation Society assisted the Krai

Administration and the Khabarovsk

Wildlife Foundation to obtain a medi-

um-sized GEF grant of $750,000 to

implement their plans for a compre-

hensive protected areas network. The

planning and implementation of this

protected areas network is becoming a

model of how government and non-

governmental entities can work coop-

eratively to meet biodi-

versity conservation

goals while minimizing

impacts on development

needs of the local popu-

lace.  In Primorsky Krai, our

program was approved and signed by

the governor of Primorsky Krai as a

planning document, but aside from

the creation of one zakaznik in the

Bikin River Basin, very little has been

done to actually implement recom-

mendations. However, many of the

recommendations included in our

report have been included in biodiver-

sity priorities for the region, and we

are hopeful that progress will be made.

Dale G. Miquelle is the Vladivostok-

based Russia Country Program Director

for the Wildlife Conservation Society.

Victor V. Bogatov is member of the

Presidium of the Far Eastern Branch of

the Russian Academy of Sciences and is

a professor in Far East State University’s

Department of Ecology.

Amur Tiger (Panthera tigris altaica). Drawing reprinted from the Red Data Book of the

RSFSR, 1985.

Virgin taiga essential for conserving the endangered Amur tiger. Photo by M. Mikhailov.
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and Andrei Shmigirilov

T
he Amur River Basin is inhabited

by two endemic sturgeon

species that are of commercial sig-

nificance, the kaluga (Huso dauricus)

and the Amur sturgeon (Acipenser

schrenckii). The economic value of

sturgeon is difficult to overstate. In

Russia, as in many other countries,

people consider the sturgeon’s black

caviar to be a choice delicacy and

are willing to pay handsomely for it.

Consequently, sturgeon fishing is a

very lucrative business, one which

has long been considered a “thieves’

affair.” Historically, the industry has

been plagued by regular overfishing,

which has posed a great threat to

sturgeon species.

Based on data compiled by N. A.

Kryukov (1894), the sturgeon harvest

from the Amur in the late 19th centu-

ry was no less than 1,200 tons a year.

With time and experience, though,

Russian fishermen and scientists came

to understand that such large catch

volumes drastically deplete sturgeon

populations. By the mid-twentieth

century, fishery scientists, guided by

the extensive research of V. K. Soldatov

in the 1910’s and that of A. N.

Probatov in the 1930’s, were able to

determine an optimal annual sturgeon

catch of 150-250 tons. Russian fisher-

men were able to maintain this level

for almost 20 years. 

Across the Amur River, in China, stur-

geon were also of great commercial

interest. Data from the 1930’s

(Nikolsky 1956) and the 1950’s (Qiwei

Wei 2000) suggest that the Chinese

harvest at mid-century was

likely minimal. It

began to grow,

however, in the early 1980’s, when

China embarked on a period of eco-

nomic transition. Initially, the sturgeon

catch by Chinese fisherman grew only

very gradually, but by the mid-1980’s,

when well-equipped fisherman from

the south of China appeared on the

scene, the sturgeon catch increased

significantly, reaching a maximum of

nearly 450 tons. After this, the Chinese

catch began to fall off, and in 2002-

2003, Chinese fisherman caught only

20-30 tons of sturgeon.

The decrease in the sturgeon catch

from border areas of the Amur was
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Securing the Future of the Kaluga Sturgeon

* Notes: “Sturgeon” denotes both kaluga and Amur sturgeon species. Data for 2003 is incomplete.

Kaluga (Huso dauricus).

Photo by G. Novomodny.

Sturgeon Catch from the Amur River

Chart by G. Novomodny and A. Shmigirilov
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related, on one hand, to the overfish-

ing of parent stock in the mid 1980’s

by the Chinese, and on the other

hand, to impacts of the economic

transition already underway in Russia.

Because of the sharp deflation of the

ruble, which began in the early 1990’s,

the fines – 400 rubles for a kaluga,

regardless of its size – which had pre-

viously held poaching at a low level,

ceased to prevent local residents living

along the lower flow of the Amur

from fishing for sturgeon.

Government agencies continue to

monitor the problem of overharvest-

ing and illegal harvesting of sturgeon.

Poaching levels in the lower Amur are

determined using data compiled by

AmurRybVod, the regional fish

resource management agency, and the

Veterinary Service of Khabarovsky Krai.

Data from these sources suggests that

annual poaching volumes are, at the

very least, 250 tons above the legal

catch. Independent experts, who have

analyzed information compiled from a

variety of sources, estimate the level of

sturgeon poaching on the Amur to be

even higher. These sobering statistics

suggest that merely decreasing quotas

for legally licensed fisherman is not

saving sturgeon from overfishing. In

fact, if anything, it is driving residents

in local communities to poach.

Currently, the primary task for fish-

ery scientists and environmentalists

is to establish consensus between

the legal fishing industry and ecolo-

gists, otherwise the only real benefi-

ciaries will be the poachers. In order

to achieve this goal, fishery scientists

expand their research beyond bio-

logical aspects alone, and also con-

sider social and economic issues, as

well as international perspectives.

To deter against poaching, policymak-

ers should create alternative, legal

income-generating opportunities for

communities along the Amur.

Improving enforcement will also help

to mitigate the problem. Fish inspec-

tion patrols should be equipped to

trawl for and remove hooks and nets

of poachers. Furthermore, channels

for the transportation and sale of

poached fish products should be iden-

tified and eliminated. In addition, the

existing legal framework governing

poaching enforcement and prosecu-

tion should be developed and

expanded. 

Another important task is to bring

sturgeon fishing “from the shadows”

and to legitimize it, but to do so with

care that the industrial harvest be held

at an optimal level. Developing artifi-

cial reproduction centers for sturgeon

will also contribute to a strengthened

commercial sturgeon industry. At such

centers, sturgeon could be raised in

hatchery ponds until sexual maturity,

at which point their roe could be har-

vested for sale on the legal market.

Also, conservation efforts should be

targeted and focused on the most

vulnerable parts of the sturgeon’s

spawning migration route. Finally,

Russian and China should increase

collaborative conservation efforts,

and agree on a complete moratori-

um on Chinese sturgeon fishing in

border waters during April and June.

German Novomodny is the Director

of the Marine Bioresources Laboratory

at the Khabarovsk Branch of the Pacific

Research Fisheries Center. Andrei

Shmigirilov is a Specialist with the

Marine Bioresources Laboratory.

Spotlight on the Kaluga
The kaluga is a truly impressive fish. It can live to be 80 years old, and

grow to be 5.6 meters long and weigh up to 1,140 kilograms.  The freshwa-

ter habitat of the kaluga extends for several thousand kilometers from the

desalinated coastal waters and rivers of the Amur estuary to the upper

reaches of the Amur.  Kaluga also inhabit the basins of the Shilka, Argun,

Zeya, Bureya, and Amgun Rivers, and have historically inhabited the

Sungari and Ussuri River Basins, but due to overfishing by the Chinese they

have now practically disappeared from these last two areas. Kaluga also

inhabit a number of catchment lakes of the lower Amur including Orel-

Chlya, Kadi, Kizi, and Bolon.

Although scientists (Nikolsky, et al 1956) once considered the kaluga to be an

exclusively freshwater fish, data gathered over the course of the last ten years

have altered that perception.  In addition to their freshwater habitats, the

range of young kaluga (weighing up to 30-50 kilograms) includes a large

expanse of near-shore marine area which stretches north along the coast of

the Okhotsk Sea, to Magadan on the northernmost Okhotsk coast (Kostarev

and Tyurin, 1970) and down the western coast of Kamchatka (A. M. Torkanov,

http://npacific.kamchatka.ru/np/library/publikacii/tokranov/osetr.htm).  To the

south, the kaluga’s marine habitat stretches along the western shore of

Sakhalin Island (S.N. Safronov, http://www.fauna.ru/redbook/page4.htm) and

to the Japanese island, Hokkaido (Okamura, et al 1997).

Beginning its migration in September, the kaluga swims up to 2,000 kilo-

meters from the Amur estuary to its spawning grounds in the middle and

lower flows of the Amur. The fish is dormant from February to April, but at

the end of April, right after the ice has melted, it resumes its migration.

After spawning in May or June, most kaluga gradually descend, over the

course of a year, to the Amur estuary, where they can remain for a year or

more.  The average interval between spawning runs for the kaluga is 5

years for females and 4 for males.
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By Vladimir Andronov

T
he total number of Oriental

white storks (Ciconia boyciana)

worldwide is currently estimated to

be approximately 3,000 birds,

including 450-500 nesting pairs. The

species is considered to be rare and

endangered and is included on the

World Conservation Union (IUCN)

Red List of Threatened Species, as

well as in the Red Data Books of

the Russian Federation, Japan,

China, Mongolia, and

Korea.

The Oriental white

stork breeds in the

southern Russian

Far East and in

Northeast China,

predominantly in

the valleys of the

Amur and Ussuri

Rivers. Most birds

build their nests on the

Russian side, although 60-

80 nesting pairs reproduce in

Chinese territory. The ecological

needs of the Oriental white stork are

similar to those of the Black stork

(Ciconia nigra), in that it primarily

nests in forest massifs, on wide

plains with islands of rare relict

forests, and near lakes. The storks

winter in central China – in the

floodplain of the Yangtze River,

although they occasionally fly to

Japan, to the Korean Peninsula, and

to other Asian countries.

Historically, the species also nested

in Japan and on the Korean

Peninsula. However, stork popula-

tions in these countries began to

decline rapidly in the early 20th cen-

tury. By 1961, the Oriental white

stork population in Japan had

dropped to 20 birds, and just ten

years later, in 1971, Japanese scien-

tists captured the last stork from

the wild Japanese population for

use in captive breeding. That same

year, researchers found the last nest

in Korean territory; the male had

been killed by hunters, and the

female was captured and brought to

a zoo. At present, there are no nest-

ing storks in Japan or on the

Korean Peninsula, and each year,

fewer and fewer storks winter there.

Even in certain areas of China,

where the stork has wintered for

centuries, researchers note depleted

numbers.

Unfortunately, declining population

trends have been observed among

stork populations in Russia, as well.

In Amurskaya Oblast, for example,

research over the last 16 years has

shown a steady decrease in the total

number of storks nesting there.

Annual censuses conducted in

Khingansky Zapovednik have shown

that the total number of storks nest-

ing between the Arkhana and Bureya

Rivers decreased from 35 in 1985 to

18 in 1999. Similar trends have been

observed in other parts of the

zapovednik.

The decline in the Oriental

white stork population

in the Russian Far

East may be attrib-

uted to a number

of causes.

Although it is

not always

deliberate and

purposeful,

poaching is a

serious problem

throughout the

bird’s nesting habi-

tat. People will occa-

sionally just shoot the

stork for amusement, although

there have been isolated incidents of

people violating nesting sites to steal

Disappearing Treasure:
The Oriental White Stork

Oriental White Stork
vs. European White Stork
Although initially considered to be a subspecies of the European white

stork (Ciconia ciconia), the Oriental white stork (Ciconia boyciana)

demonstrates a number of distinguishing characteristics, and most special-

ists now recognize it to be an independent species. It is distinguished from

the European white stork by its black beak and its larger size. Also of note:

Oriental white stork hatchlings are born with red beaks, while European

storks are born with black beaks. It is only as birds of both species age that

their beaks acquire adult coloring – black for adult Oriental storks, red for

adult European storks.

Oriental white stork (Ciconia boyciana)

looks with hope to the future.

Photo by V. Andronov.
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eggs or chicks, or to kill the storks

for meat.

Habitat degradation poses another

threat to the storks. Agricultural

activities including melioration and

grazing have transformed its habitat,

and the use of chemicals and pesti-

cides by farmers poses a serious dan-

ger. Forest-steppe fires have also

caused great damage to Oriental

white stork populations. For a centu-

ry and a half, farmers in the Russian

Far East have regularly burnt dry

vegetation and sometimes even

whole fields in the spring. This

uncontrolled practice, which is pro-

hibited by law, still takes place in ter-

ritories where storks nest. These

large fires, which often coincide with

the stork’s breeding season, can

destroy the very sort of old and dry

trees that storks choose as nesting

sites. Sometimes these spring fires

will claim an existing nest along

with the tree.

Perhaps due to the lack of available

nesting trees, many Oriental white

storks have begun building their

nests on power and telephone poles,

near populated areas close to open

lakes. This tendency was first

observed in the early

1980’s in unforested

areas of Amurskaya

Oblast, but now

occurs in other

stork habitat

areas across the Russian Far East.

When undisturbed by humans, these

poles make long-lasting nesting sites

where storks seem to reproduce

prosperously. However, sometimes,

when the nests are built on poles

supporting power lines, nesting

material or the birds’ excrement can

interfere with the electrical current.

Electricians who are dispatched to

repair the problem often are eager

to eliminate what they perceive to

be its cause, the stork’s nest.

Due to the seriousness of these

threats facing the Oriental white

stork, as well as the relative fragility

of the remaining population, conser-

vationists in Russia have undertaken

special measures to preserve the

species in Russian territory. Their

conservation activities play a signifi-

cant role in determining the species’

future prospects worldwide.

A significant number of storks –

approximately 400 birds – are kept

in captivity at various zoos and

breeding centers worldwide. In

Russia, the species is kept in the

Moscow Zoo and at the Station for

the Reintroduction of Rare Birds in

Khingansky Zapovednik. In several

cases, storks have successfully

reproduced in captivity, although

they have yet to do so in Russian

facilities. 

Scientists at the Station for the

Reintroduction of Rare Birds at

Khingansky Zapovednik in Russia’s

Amurskaya Oblast have developed a

methodology for the reintroduction

of storks to the wild and recently

released their first stork.  As part of

the program, the zapovednik’s scien-

tists, who have been monitoring

nesting stork populations since

1982, will participate in a nest cen-

sus of Oriental white stork habitat in

the southern Russia Far East in 2004.

These censuses are conducted once

every ten years and coincide with

the census of the European stork.

Scientists at

Khingansky

Zapovednik, togeth-

er with col-

leagues

As the Stork Flies
Storks begin their spring migra-

tion in late February and usually

arrive at their breeding grounds

by late March or early April. In

early September, small flocks

numbering 50-100 storks depart

for their winter habitat, which

they usually reach by November

or December.

Four juvenile white Oriental storks, saved during a forest fire and raised in Khingansky Zapovedink. Photo by V. Andronov.
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at Bolonsky Zapovednik, also in

Amurskaya Oblast, have also recently

begun collaborating with Japanese

and Korean scientists on projects to

restore the Oriental white stork to

territories of Japan and the Korean

Peninsula. Using storks captured in

Khabarovsky Krai and Amurskaya

Oblast, and subsequently transported

to Japan, researchers at the Japanese

Center for Stork Reintroduction in

Toyooka have created a group of

more than 100 storks. In 2005,

Japanese researchers plan to release

the first storks back into the wild,

into their traditional habitat areas. A

stork reintroduction program is also

underway at the Institute for the

Oriental White Stork in Korea.

Although the project here is still in

its early phases, young Russian storks

have already formed pairs, and sever-

al have even produced offspring.

Involvement by and support from

international conservation organi-

zations has also played an impor-

tant role in the conservation of the

Oriental white stork. In 1999 and

2000, the International

Conservation Union for the NIS

and the World Wide Fund for

Nature’s Russian Far East Branch

organized conferences on Oriental

white stork conservation. At these

events, participants created a

Russian Working Group on the

Oriental White Stork and they also

developed a strategy for the

species’ conservation in Russia.

These initiatives, when coupled with

effective community outreach and

environmental education activities,

will help these wonderful birds of

the Russian Far East and survive, so

that they can be enjoyed by future

generations.

Vladimir Andronov is Chief

Specialist of the Department of

Natural Resources for Khabarovsky

Krai under the Ministry of Natural

Resources of the Russian Federation.

Breeding and Nesting Behavior
of the Oriental White Stork
Mating: Scientists working at stork breeding centers located in zoos in

China, Germany, and Japan have determined that female storks reach sexu-

al maturity at four years of age, and males at six. The Oriental white stork

mates for life.

Selecting a Nest Site: As a general rule, pairs nest separately from one

another, and the usual distance between nests ranges from 200 meters to

several kilometers. There have, however, been observed instances of as

many as 10-12 pairs nesting in close proximity to one another, when there

has been an adequate food supply.

Building a Nest: Storks usually build their nests in the tops or forks of

trees including the Asian white birch, Daurian birch, Mongolia Oak, larch,

aspen, and linden. Nest heights generally range between 3-15 meters above

the ground, and average about 8 meters; there have, however, been

instances when nests are built lower than 2 meters above the ground.

When there are no nesting trees available, the stork is known to nest on

power lines, border post towers, and other man-made structures. Storks

sometimes use the same nest several years in a row.

Eggs and Incubation: The stork lays 2-6 eggs, while the average clutch

the average clutch is 4 eggs. The eggs incubate 30 days and chicks remain

in the nest for 65-70 days. Reproduction rates for the species remain very

low, with embryonic mortality rates of 23-26%, and nest deaths of 18-20%.

Thus, depending on the source, total mortality rates are figured to be to

40% and higher.

Oriental white storks raised in the Center for Stork Reintroduction in

Toyooka, Japan. Photo by V. Andronov.
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By Alexei Vaisman

E
very autumn the dense forests of

Primorsky Krai are beset by an

invasive and pernicious beast. This

voracious predator prefers the thick-

est and most remote corners of the

taiga, where among lush

Korean pine, black

fir, and white

beech trees, it

stalks its prey.

Hunting forays

are often up to

a week long,

and while

members of the

hunting party

are occasional-

ly separated, they are

guided on in their pursuit by

signs carved deep into the

trunks of trees, each blaze

uniquely significant in its form

and message. When at last the

hunters emerge from the woods,

they regroup, assess, and move on.

They are poachers, and their quarry,

wild ginseng.

The large-scale illegal harvest of gin-

seng in the Russian Far East began in

the 1980’s. During this time, a grow-

ing disparity in the distribution of

wealth created a class of relatively

well-to-do people in Russia’s larger

cities. Disillusioned by the many

shortcomings of the Soviet medical

system, and intrigued by rumors of

the miracle-working homeopathic

medicines of the East, members of

this moneyed class began funding a

modest domestic ginseng market.

Early demand was largely satisfied by

officially licensed harvesters.

However, as demand grew, these

licensed gatherers of ginseng began

exceeding by several times their allo-

cated harvest norms. During the late

1980’s, it is estimated that approxi-

mately 450 kilograms of wild gin-

seng were collected annually, the

better part of which was sold within

the Soviet Union at prices 1.5 - 3

times higher the official purchase

price.

The situation spiraled

out of control with

the opening of

international mar-

kets in 1991. The

demand for

wild ginseng

abroad was

boundless,

and prices

on the

black market quickly

began to surpass official

prices. Legions of impoverished

people in Primorsky Krai took to

the woods, digging up every ginseng

root they could find, and then con-

necting with eager Chinese buyers,

who paid handsomely for the treas-

ured plant. It was a lucrative busi-

ness, one well established in virtual-

ly all remote communities in the

taiga. Information gathered by

interviewing residents in communi-

ties across the region suggests a

tremendous difference between

official and actual harvest volumes

during this period. The most

extreme examples cited were 1992

and 1995, when official harvests of

wild ginseng were 70.5 and 27 kilo-

grams, respectively. However, pro-

jected actual harvest volumes for

each of these years were probably

closer to 1,200 kilograms.

Over the last ten years, the quantity

of illegally traded wild ginseng is

estimated to have surpassed official

exports by as much as 50 - 100

times. Consequently, the official

price of ginseng, theoretically deter-

mined by “Prirodintern Primorye,” a

Russian-Singaporean organization

with monopoly rights to the export

of ginseng from the Russian Far East,

has fallen by fifty percent over the

same period. Thus, in 1987, one kilo-

gram of top grade wild ginseng sold

for $105,000, or $150 a gram; ten

years later, the average price per

gram had fallen to $39. This drop in

official price is directly attributable

Spotlight on Illegal
Ginseng Trade

G
inseng (Panax ginseng) is a relict plant endemic to the Russian Far

East, northeastern China, and the northern part of the Korean

Peninsula. The plant’s genus name, “Panax,” derives from the Greek pan,

meaning all, and akos, meaning cure.  This cure-all has been used for cen-

turies in traditional medicine practices and enjoys widespread use today.

The collection of wild ginseng over the years has lead to the disappearance

or depletion of the species over much of its habitat. The plant is included

in the Russian Red Data Book, and its extraction from the wild is allowed

only in exceptional cases, under special regulations and with a permit from

Russia’s Ministry of Natural Resources. The government of Primorsky Krai

has recently undertaken a program to save the species through the regen-

eration of the region’s ginseng populations. Due in large part to the extent

of threats it faces, as well as its importance as an indicator species for tem-

perate forests, Panax ginseng was also selected as a focal species for inclu-

sion in the NGO Joint Conservation Action Plan for the Russian Far East

Ecoregion Complex.

Ginseng (Panax ginseng).

Drawing reprinted from the Red Data Book

of the RSFSR, 1985.
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to the robust growth of the illegal

trade in ginseng.

In an effort to save the threatened

species, the Governor of Primorsky

Krai issued a decree “On Measures

to Strengthen the Conservation of

Wild Ginseng” in 1997. The decree

capped the wild ginseng harvest for

that year at 50 kilograms, and in

1998, the harvest of wild ginseng

was prohibited altogether. However,

despite these measures, reliable

sources report that in central

Primorsky Krai, as many as 500 kilo-

grams of ginseng are harvested

annually. A survey of residents in 40

communities returned even more

disturbing results; by their estimates,

every year, approximately 1,000

kilograms of wild ginseng root are

harvested and smuggled to China.

Extrapolation of this data over the

entire range of ginseng in the

Russian Far East suggests that today

as many as 1,500 - 2,000 kilograms

of ginseng are now being illegally

harvested and exported to China

annually.

Surveys and interviews have also

revealed the development of a

recent, and potentially devastating

collection trend. Beginning in 1998,

buyers began indiscriminately pur-

chasing ginseng roots regardless of

their size, sometimes even those as

small as 2 grams. This tendency

marked a departure from market

trends prevalent in the early 1990’s,

when there was very little demand

for roots weighing less than 10-12

grams. As demand developed, local

suppliers were quick to satisfy it. For

a plant which grows slowly, some-

times over a hundred years or more,

the widespread collection of young

roots could lead to the species’ erad-

ication.

Dealers generally contract out to

ginseng poachers in the spring, pay-

ing in advance. Accounts are settled

in the fall, after the illegal harvest.

Once gathered, the ginseng roots are

channeled abroad through primary

customs posts in Primorsky Krai

including Grodekovsky, Kholmsky,

Vladivostoksky, and Korsakovsky.

Smugglers are generally Chinese or

Korean. Smaller parcels of contra-

band they hide imaginatively in pri-

vate vehicles, for example under

seats or in the engine. Larger quanti-

ties might be stowed in train cars or

freight trucks, concealed among

large loads of other goods.

According to official data, in 1995,

Russian customs officers seized

36.012 kilograms of ginseng being

illegally exported to China. In 1996,

customs officials suppressed 12

attempts to illegally export ginseng

to China, seizing in the process 631

roots, with a total combined weight

of 7.411 kilograms. In 1997, 9.1 kilo-

grams were seized, while in 1998,

36.3 kilograms were seized.

Unofficial reports, however, indicate

that in 1992, customs officials seized

a staggering 240 kilograms of gin-

seng. While officials waited for a for-

mal decision regarding the fate of

the seized ginseng, the roots rotted

in storage. For this unfortunate over-

sight, it is suspected that the actual

seizure volume was never officially

recorded. Based on information

shared by customs officers in infor-

mal conversations, the volume of

confiscated ginseng may only repre-

sent 1-2% of the total volume illegal-

ly exported.

These numbers are disheartening

and suggest that efforts to control

the illegal harvest of ginseng in the

Russian Far East may not be effec-

tive. The seizure statistics of

Primorsky Krai’s Hunting and Forest

Administrations certainly support

this. In 1998, inspectors from the

Hunting Administration seized only

1.179 kilograms of illegally harvested

wild ginseng. That same year, inspec-

tors from the Forest Administration

seized 604 grams, while in 1999,

their totals fell to 262 grams. 

A source of hope in what might oth-

erwise appear to be a losing battle

are the recent successes of

“Inspection Tiger,” an anti-poaching

brigade under the Ministry of

Natural Resources in Primorsky Krai.

The brigade was established in 1994

by the Primorsky Krai Committee for

Nature Conservation and in just 10

short years has become the region’s

most effective anti-poaching service.

In the last decade, its inspectors

have uncovered over 3,500 poaching

crimes, confiscated 19,000 animal

hides, and seized an impressive 120

kilograms of ginseng. 

Alexei Vaisman is the Moscow-based

Director of the Russian Office of

TRAFFIC Europe.

G
inseng, alone, or in combi-

nation, is a popular herbal

remedy. It has demonstrated mild

immune boosting activity and is

used for many purposes such as

prevention and treatment of

colds and the flu to general stress

reduction (Scimone & Scimone,

1998). The root is sold directly as

an herbal remedy, or it may be

extracted or powdered for use in

dietary supplements. Ginseng also

finds its way into foods, cosmet-

ics, and beverages. In 1995, gin-

seng (Panax species) was the

fourth highest selling herbal med-

icine in the US, claiming a 5.9

percent market share (Rawls,

1996). In 1996, ginseng was num-

ber three in the herbal supple-

ment market with a 6.4 percent

market share (Anon., 1997). 

Compiled from information avail-

able on the website of the The

National Toxicology Program

(NTP), within the U.S.

Department of Health and

Human Services: (http://ntp-serv-

er.niehs.nih.gov)
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By Yury Zhuravlyov

A note from the editors: Historians

believe that man has been using gin-

seng as a medical treatment and cur-

ative for 5,000 years. Its use was first

documented by an anonymous

Chinese scribe as early as 101 BC, in

whose work, The Herbal Classic of

Sheng Nung (The Divine Plowman), it

was written that ginseng quiets the

spirit, brightens the eyes, and enlight-

ens the mind. Centuries of subsequent

use by practitioners of traditional,

homeopathic medicine have demon-

strated its effectiveness in treating ail-

ments of the digestive and respiratory

systems, nervous disorders, diabetes,

and other conditions. Its value as a

medicinal herb is recognized world-

wide.

W
ild ginseng (Panax ginseng)

once thrived in coniferous,

broad-leafed forests across Asia,

growing in Manchurian floral areas

of the Russian Far East, northeastern

China and the northern part of the

Korean Peninsula. At present, the

plant is near extinction in China and

Korea, and only three populations of

wild ginseng remain in Russia’s

Primorsky Krai. These populations

are located in the southern part of

the Sikhote-Alin Range; in the

Nadezhdinsky, Khasansky, and

Ussurisky Districts of Primorsky Krai;

and in the Siniye Mountains, which

run through the Spassky District of

Primorsky Krai. In addition to these

natural populations, ginseng is also

cultivated on a number of private

plantations throughout Primorsky

Krai; many of these cultivated lines

of ginseng have come from the wild

populations.

Beginning their studies of the ecolo-

gy of wild ginseng fifty years ago, sci-

entists at the Institute of Biology and

Soil Science, Far East Branch, Russian

Academy of Sciences, were early pio-

neers in this field. Since then,

researchers at the Institute have

investigated many issues related to

the cultivation and conservation of

ginseng and its natural habitat. As

early as 1991, concerns about the

conservation of the plant arose, and

the Institute’s staff issued recom-

mendations which prompted offi-

cials in Primorsky Krai to undertake

urgent measures to conserve the

species. The regional administration

decreased allowable harvest levels

for the ginseng root; established

weight restrictions for harvested

roots; and also created a state farm

for ginseng production, where the

plant was cultivated in areas up to

30 hectares. 

Unfortunately though, the fall of

the Soviet Union ushered in an eco-

nomic, social, and governmental

crisis which effectively dismantled

all structures previously established

to support ginseng cultivation.

Furthermore, relaxed border

regimes and price liberalization

contributed to the creation of a

lucrative international black market

for the much sought after herb.

Current demand for wild ginseng is

extremely high and its widespread,

nearly predatorial consumption has

degraded its natural populations. In

addition to illegal and uncontrolled

harvest of ginseng, changes in habi-

tat conditions brought about by

timber production, forest fires, and

river desiccation, have also nega-

tively affected the reintroduction of

this valuable plant.

More recently, though, authorities in

Primorsky Krai, including representa-

tives from the Department of

Natural Resources and

Environmental Protection, the

Regional Forest Service, and the

Institute of Biology and Soil

Sciences, have increased their

involvement in the conservation and

sustainable use of ginseng resources.

For example, in December 1997, the

governor of Primorsky Krai

approved a comprehensive program

supporting the reintroduction of

ginseng populations in Primorsky

Krai through 2005. 
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Remaining ginseng populations in the

Russian Far East. Map by M. Dubinin.
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As part of this program, the Institute

for Biology and Soil Science is con-

ducting genetic research of wild gin-

seng populations in order to select

reintroduction sites. It is also under-

taking work to select and obtain

seed stock. From 1994-1998,

researchers gathered wild ginseng

from eight locations representing

the three natural populations of wild

ginseng in Primorsky Krai. The

researchers subsequently examined

the genetic structures of the natural

population to determine which

habitat area is host to the sub-popu-

lation with the greatest genetic

diversity. 

Based on analysis of these research

results, scientists were able to deter-

mine the genetic relationships

between sub-populations, which have

arisen over the course of evolutionary

history and the history of the species’

propagation within its Russian habitat

area. Low indications of genetic

change within the Sikhote-Alin sub-

population suggest a “genetic bottle-

neck,” possibly caused by micro-evo-

lutionary events such as the loss of

refugium ginseng in central Sikhote-

Alin during periods of deceased tem-

peratures in the Holocene Era.

Research also determined that the

Siniye Mountains and Khasansky pop-

ulations are characterized by the high-

est level of genetic diversity. Based on

these results, conservationists should

therefore attempt to save their gene

pools first and foremost. 

At the same time, the Institute’s

analysis revealed unique genetic vari-

ation within each sub-population. To

save the largest part of the wild gin-

seng population, then, scientists

should take genetic material for rein-

troduction from each sub-popula-

tion. Genetic analysis of the existing

populations and sub-populations of

ginseng also concluded that genetic

biodiversity of the species decreases

across the overall habitat area in a

northeasterly direction. From this

observation, it might be concluded

that the center of ginseng genetic

diversity, and possibly the center of

the species’ origin, was located in

the southwest, in already industrial-

ized areas of modern-China, where

the species has almost completely

disappeared in the wild.

These research results have influ-

enced ginseng conservation activi-

ties, particularly the selection of sites

for collection and reintroduction.

Bearing previous analyses in mind,

scientists gathered parent plants

from the southern regions of

Sikhote-Alin to create the first collec-

tion of cultivated Sikhote-Alin gin-

seng. Project participants then con-

structed a ginseng reproduction cen-

ter next to the pre-existing collec-

tion nursery in the village Shumny.

Then in 2000, with financial support

from the World Wildlife Fund

(WWF) and the United States Agency

for International Development

(USAID), project participants con-

structed a reintroduction center for

the Spassky population in the village

of Vasilovka in Spassky District. More

than 250 wild ginseng plants gath-

ered in the region of the Siniye

Mountains represent the Spasskaya

population in the collection. Of

them, 183 were selected as parent

plants for reintroduction.

Research and activities undertaken

to date to support the conservation

of wild ginseng’s gene pool have

been successful. However, restora-

tion of the species to such an extent

that wild ginseng could be sustain-

ably harvested in the future, while at

the same time conserving the viabili-

ty of the gene pool, is still far off.

Most immediately, the reintroduction

program should be expanded to

include the Khasansky population,

which, of all wild ginseng sub-popu-

lations, was determined through

research to be most genetically rich.

It is very important that this popula-

tion be incorporated into the pro-

gram, so as to support the improved

status of the species, not just in

Russia, but in neighboring China and

Korea as well. 

Yury Zhuravlyov is a member of the

Russian Academy of Sciences and

Director of the Institute of Biology and

Soil Sciences, Far Eastern Branch of

the Russian Academy of Sciences. Dr.

Zhuravlyov participated in the RFE

Ecoregional Council, 2000-2002.

Change in the range and genetic viability of ginseng over time. Map by M. Dubinin.
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O
ver the last decade, the per-

sistent drive to exploit the

timber resources of the upper Bikin

River Basin has struck a dissonant

chord in the harmony which has

existed for centuries between the

indigenous Udege people and their

natural surroundings. Since the late

1980’s,  the Udege living in the

small village of Krasny Yar in the

upper Bikin River Basin have been

engaged in a constant struggle with

the region’s government and tim-

ber industries, realizing that any

encroachment from outside might

threaten their land and way of life.

The Bikin Udege, whose numbers

now hover around 600, have,

together with committed and sup-

portive partners, repeatedly fought

back against efforts by large

Russian and international enterpris-

es to log timber-rich areas of the

Bikin River watershed.
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A Territory of Traditional Nature Use for the Bikin?

What is a “territory of tradi-

tional nature use” (TTP) and

how does this category differ

from other protected areas?

A territory of traditional nature

use is a protected nature area cre-

ated to preserve the traditional

lands and practices of indigenous

people and to help develop their

traditional industries. It differs

from other protected areas in

that indigenous people are direct

participatants in the management

of the territory.

What is the history of the development of territories of tradition-

al nature use in Russia?

This protected area classification was created in Russia on the regional

level in the early 1990’s. Indigenous groups from across Russia, including

those in Koryaksy, Khanti-Mansisky, and Nenetsky Autonomous Okrugs

successful created TTPs in their historic homelands. In order to establish a

legislative base for this relatively new category of protected area, the feder-

al government passed a law on May 7, 2001, “On Territories of Traditional

Nature Use for Indigenous People of the North, Siberia, and Russian Far

East.” However, because the law was not drafted in accordance with exist-

ing legislation, and because it did not include specific protocols and proce-

dures for creating new territories, it was ineffective. Regional governments

capitalized on the weakness of the legislation and began efforts to liquidate

existing TTPs, eager to access the lands protected therein for development

purposes. Sadly, all TTPs which existed prior to the May 2001 law, have been

liquidated.  For the last several years, a number of indigenous groups have

been lobbying local and federal officials in hopes of reestablishing their TTPs.

The Itelmen people of Koryaksy Autonomous Okrug have even taken their

case to the European High Court. 

A note from the editors: The following article was prepared using information and materials provided by Pavel

Sulyandziga, Anatoly Mikhailov, and Olga Murashko.  Mr. Sulyandziga is the First Vice President of the Russian

Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON) and also served for a number of years as the mayor of Krasny

Yar, a community of the indigenous Udege people in Primorsky Krai. He is himself Udege. Mr. Mikhailov is the Director of

RAIPON’s Secretariat. Ms. Murashko is legal counsel for RAIPON.

The indigenous Udege people of the Upper Bikin Basin struggle to pre-

serve their traditional land. Photo by K. Mikhailov.
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In an effort to preserve their tradition-

al lands, the Udege campainged long

and hard to establish in the upper

Bikin River Basin a territory of tradi-

tional nature use (hereafter TTP, an

acronmym derived from the Russian

translation of the term), which is an

officially sanctioned category of pro-

tected area created to preserve the

traditional lands and practices of

indigenous people.

In 1993, the regional government of

Primorsky Krai issued a temporary

provision approving the creation of

procedures for establishing such a ter-

ritory.  However, due to overwhelm-

ing obstacles, including continued

claims and activity on the land by

major timber enterprises, the TTP was

not created at the time.  The issue

was revisited eight years later in May

2001, following the enactment of a

federal law on territories of tradition-

al nature use by indigenous people.

Hopeful, the residents of Bikin sub-

mitted to the government documents

supporting the creation of the Bikin

TTP. The government tabled a formal

decision until necessary legal acts and

instructions regarding the regime of

use for TTPs were finalized. Such

mechanisms do currently exist, but

the issue of the Bikin TTP remains

undecided to this day. Many speculate

that the problem now is a question of

willingness on the part of the local

and federal government.

Although the Udege were unsuccess-

ful in securing TTP status for the

upper Bikin River, they did reach a

compromise with regional authorities

regarding the establishment of a Krai-

level zakaznik (special purpose

reserve) on the their lands. The

regional government approved the

creation of Verkhnebikinsky Zakaznik

in October 1998

largely because

efforts were under-

way to prepare an

application for the

upper flow of the

Bikin River to be

included on

UNESCO’s World

Heritage List, and

as part of this

process, it was nec-

essary to obtain

some form of pro-

tected status for

the territory.

Although the estab-

lishment of the

zakaznik didn’t

offer the Udege

increased decision

making authority

in the management of their lands,

such as they might have otherwise

had with a TTP, it did at last provide

some protection status for the land.

However, in the span of just five short

years, the upper Bikin seems to have

again fallen in the crosshairs of local

timber interests. This past April, high-

ranking representatives of the 2

largest timber harvesting and process-

ing companies in the region –

Primorlesproma and Ternei Les – met

with officials representing the

Department of Natural Resources and

Environmental Protection of

Primorsky Krai, as well as the Krai’s

State Forest Service,  to discuss the

possible modification of the

zakaznik’s borders. As a result of this

meeting, the Department of Natural

Resources and Environmental

Protection began preparing a regime

of natural resource use for individual

forest parcels within Verkhnebikinsky

Zakaznik as part of a “Comprehensive

Program to Develop the Forest and

Timber Processing Industries of

Primorsky Krai through 2010.”

Upon learning of this, the Udege,

through representatives of RAIPON,

appealed to various agencies, and

even President Vladimir Putin, in

hopes of halting plans to develop

land within the territory of

Verkhnebikinsky Zakaznik. The issue

received widespread public attention

and media coverage and one month

later, in June 2003, Deputy Minister

for Natural Resources Kiril Yankov

signed a letter addressed to the Head

of the State Committee for Natural

Resources and Environment

Protection of Primorsky Krai, Viktor

Shastun, stating that he should not

allow the liquidation of

Verkhnebikinsky Zakaznik or logging

on its territory.  While this most

recent decision might be heralded as

good news, it seems optimistic to

believe, based on past events, that it

really marks the end of this long

conflict.

The upper Bikin

winds through dense

virgin taiga coveted

by timber enterpris-

es. Photo by

K. Mikhailov.
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By Melissa Mooza

O
ur knowledge and understanding

of the Russian Far East would be

incomplete were it not for the work of

many renown researchers, scientists,

and explorers who braved the perils of

this wild and unforgiving land to

embark on adventurous voyages of sci-

entific and cultural discovery.  One of

the first Europeans to extensively

explore the Russian Far East was the

remarkable Vladimir K. Arseniev.

Arseniev, who was dispatched to

Vladivostok from Saint Petersburg in

1900 as a young officer with the

Imperial army, spent 30 years in the

Russian Far East. During this time, he

completed 12 rigorous expeditions,

during which he and his teams traveled

thousands of kilometers through the

near impenetrable and previously

unmapped taiga of Primorsky and

Khabarovsky Territories, making many

important discoveries about the

region’s natural features and physical

geography along the way.

Arseniev was the first person to pro-

vide detailed topographical informa-

tion about the Sikhote-Alin Range. He

also mapped the region’s rivers and

their main tributaries, documenting

their course, depth, and flow. Many of

the peaks, passes, and other significant

sites the exploratory party encoun-

tered were given names by Arseniev,

who in doing so, often incorporated

terms used by the local indigenous

Chinese, Oroch, and Udege people.

The region’s charismatic flora and

fauna fascinated Arseniev. He identi-

fied biogeographic borders for many

plant and animal species and was also

one of the first individuals to identify

two separate floral communities with-

in the region – one on the Japanese

Sea Coast, and one in the central

Sikhote-Alin area. Passionate about

ethnography, Arseniev also made

many important observations about

the region’s indigenous cultures and

traditions and amassed an extensive

collection of archeological findings,

many of which are housed to this day

in regional museum collections.

Arseniev carefully and copiously docu-

mented his expeditions. During his life-

time, he wrote more than 60 articles

for publication and his work appeared

in over 20 books and brochures. Since

his death in 1930, Arseniev’s writing

has been featured in no fewer than

130 publications and translated into a

number of languages including

German, English, and Japanese.

Universally accessible, Arseniev’s writ-

ing has found a broad audience among

wide-eyed schoolchildren, inquisitive

academics, and rough-hewn outdoors-

men alike. Whether describing birds in

flight over Lake Khanka, or the clarion

call of a mature bull elk bugling from

high atop a ridgeline in the Sikhote-

Alin, Arseniev united in balanced com-

position the soulful lyricism of a poet

with the astute perception and meticu-

lousness of a scientist.  

Among Arseniev’s body of work, those

publications most widely read are a

trilogy of books documenting three

expeditions undertaken between 1906

and 1910. The first expedition, during

which Arseniev and his team explored

the southern part of the Sikhote-Alin

Range, venturing as far north as the

Bay of Ternei and as far west as  the

Ussuri River Basin, is detailed in

Around Ussuri Territory. In Dersu Uzala,

the second book in the series, readers

follow the expeditionists as they con-

tinue their route, journeying north to

Gilek Point, and from the Bikin and

Iman River Basins in the west to the

sea. The last of the three expeditions,

which brought the team further north

still, as they forged their way from

Khabarovsk to what is now Sovetsky

Gavan on the Pacific Coast, is rendered

in the trilogy’s final installment, In the

Mountains of Sikhote-Alin.

Forever immortalized in Arseniev’s

work are the intrepid members of his

expeditions, a cast of unforgettable

characters including, most significantly,

Dersu Uzala. Dersu Uzala was an elder-

ly Udege hunter, who agreed to shep-

herd Arseniev’s party through the taiga.

Arseniev forged a deep and respectful

bond with Dersu, who knew no home

other than that which he might find

beneath a canopy of stars. He taught

Arseniev much about how man might

live harmoniously with nature and

how nature might, in turn, live within

man. Even after his death in 1909,

Dersu lingered long in Arseniev’s mind,

his spirit and lessons often invoked in

Arseniev’s subsequent writings.

The compelling figures of Vladimir

Arseniev and Dersu Uzala have been

forever written into the mythology of

the Russian Far East. We at RCN are

sure that the themes their story evokes

will help guide those hoping to learn

more about this fascinating region and

to better understand how the delicate

balance between man and nature

might be maintained.

Melissa Mooza is Assistant Editor of

Russian Conservation News.
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By Lucille Craft

E
ver since perestroika, scientists

and conservationists in Japan

have looked with hope to the Kuril

Islands, which start mere kilometers

from Japan's northeastern shores yet

are a priceless repository of many

marine, avian, and plant species

which are extinct or disappearing

from hyper-developed Japan. A long-

standing Japanese territorial claim to

ownership of the southernmost four

Kurils have hamstrung all but token

efforts at joint conservation. Rampant

poaching, meanwhile, threatens to

destroy fisheries in the area. 

The recent worldwide movement

toward establishing "international

peace parks," reserves which cross

boundaries and are jointly managed

by two or more countries, may offer

a way out of the impasse. Peace

parks exist in over 150 areas world-

wide; southern Africa especially

offers examples of how poor coun-

tries are saving their wild heritage

and lifting their economies, by pool-

ing limited resources and sharing

expertise.

Several small Tokyo-

based NGOs, including

Kuril Island Network

and Birdlife

International, organ-

ized Japan's first peace

parks symposium in

late 2003, drawing

experts from South

Africa's Peace Parks

Foundation, the

Alaska-Russia

Beringian Heritage

Project, and the

Wisconson-based

International Crane

Foundation, as well as

researchers from Korea

and Japan. The neutral

area of conservation

also helps countries

improve their relations

on many levels, a key

consideration not only

in the Kurils but also in the Korean

peninsula's Demilitarized Zone, anoth-

er candidate area.

NGOs will focus on gathering infor-

mation from as many stakeholders

as possible, including former

Japanese residents of

the Kurils, Ainu aborig-

ines, current Russian

residents, and

researchers from both

countries, to prepare a

formal proposal for an

international peace

park to encompass an

area reaching as far

north as Alaska and

south to the Japanese

mainland. South

Africa's Peace Parks

Foundation has offered its consider-

able technical expertise in GIS map-

ping and other tools. 

Anyone interested in this peace park

project is invited to send comments,

questions and advice to

kurilnature@gol.com. Peace Parks

Foundation (website: http://www.pea-

ceparks.org), led by former president

Nelson Mandela, offers its services, in

some cases gratis, to other organiza-

tions trying to create cross-boundary

reserves.

Lucille Craft is a journalist and

founder of the Tokyo-based Kuril Island

Network, a small non-profit with mem-

bers from around the world, which

promotes international conservation of

the Kuril Islands and adjacent areas.

News of the Day

News of the Day

A Peace Park for the Kurils?

Tyatya Volcano rises above Kunashir Island, in the Kuril

Islands chain. Photo by I. Shpilenok.

Participants gathered in Sompo, Japan, for that country’s first

international peace parks symposium. Photo by M. Ohta.
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A Special Supplement
to Russian Conservation
News Now Available
on the Internet
Russian Conservation News is

pleased to announce that its latest

Biodiversity Briefing, "Mongolia:

Biodiversity at a Crossroads," is now

available on the Center for Russian

Nature Conservation website

(http://www.russianconservation.org)

The Biodiversity Briefings from

Northern Eurasia series is collection

of special supplements to Russian

Conservation News that offer more

in-depth discussion of key conser-

vation issues or regions. The first

Biodiversity Briefing reported on

Bering Sea and the Sea of Okhotsk,

while the following issue focused

on the Kuril Islands – their beauty,

their resources, and the many

threats to their survival. We hope

you enjoy this latest installment in

the sporadic series.

Publication on
Conservation and
Development in the RFE 
The Russian Far East: A Reference

Guide for Conservation and

Development, edited by Josh

Newell, is a 486-page reference

text that reviews and analyzes the

Russian Far East’s geography and

ecology, natural resources, major

industries, infrastructure, foreign

trade, demographics, protected

area system, and legal structure.

Particular attention is devoted to

how the region can develop in an

environmentally sustainable way.

The book was compiled over six

years, with contributions from an

interdisciplinary team of more

than ninety Russian and interna-

tional specialists. It includes more

than fifty maps, many in color;

nearly 100 tables and charts that

provide useful, hard-to-find statis-

tics; and spectacular photography

from some of the region’s best

photographers. For more informa-

tion, and to review portions of the

book online, please consult:

http://www.rfebook.com/.

IUCN Publication
on the Lynx
Рысь/The Lynx, edited by Ye. N.

Matyushkin and M. A. Vaisfeld, is a

publication of IUCN’s Cat Specialist

Group. The monograph is the

unique work of specialists who have

been studying the lynx throughout

the territory of the former Soviet

Union and Mongolia. The 523-page

book presents the latest data on the

current status of the species

throughout this range, and on its

ecology and conservation aspects.

The text is in Russian, with chapter

summaries in English. For more

information, please see IUCN’s

World Conservation Bookstore

online at: http://www.iucn.org/

bookstore/.

Passing of renowned
Russian bear researcher
mourned
The conservation community

mourns the passing of Vitaly

Nikolayenko, one of Russia's best-

known bear researchers.

Nikolayenko, 66, was a senior

ranger at Kronotsky Zapovednik on

Kamchatka. He was a self-educated

researcher and photographer who

spent over 25 years in the

Kamchatkan wilderness compiling

an exhaustive documentary on the

peninsula’s fabled brown bear

(Ursus arctos piscator).

Nikolayenko’s body was found at

the end of December 2003, near a

lake by his remote cabin; he was

the victim of a bear mauling.

Guardian of Sakhalin’s
environment becomes
first recipient of the
John Paul Getty Prize
The year 2003 ended with good news

for Dmitry Lysitsin, founder and direc-

tor of Sakhalin Environmental Watch,

the leading conservation NGO on

Russia’s Sakhalin Island. Lysitsin

received the John Paul Getty

Environmental Prize, a prestigious

award given annually to recognize the

work of outstanding environmental-

ists. Lysitsin was selected for his efforts

in protecting both terrestrial and

marine habitats, particularly the

waters off the east coast of Sakhalin,

the summer feeding grounds of the

endangered western Pacific gray

whale population. Threatened by a

number of factors, the whales face

new pressures as offshore oil develop-

ment encroaches on this critically

important region. Lysitsin will share

this year’s $100,000 prize with four

others, environmental leaders from

Chile, Indonesia, China, and Papau

New Guinea. At a January press con-

ference in Vladivostok where he

received the award, journalists asked

Lysitsin how he will spend the

$20,000. Part of the funds, he replied,

will be used for an expedition and the

rest will be set aside as a reserve for

his organization. He is the first Russian

citizen to receive the Getty Prize.

Invitation to Readers
The editorial board of Russian

Conservation News extends an invi-

tation to our Western readers and

subscribers to share news of their

work in conservation in Northern

Eurasia. Abstracts to accompany the

articles will be created and translat-

ed into Russian and published in

RCN for our Russian readers.

Submissions accompanied by pho-

tos of illustrations will receive spe-

cial consideration. Please send your

articles to us at: rcn@online.ru.

BULLETIN BOARD
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