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ON THE FIELD SURVEY IN THE ILY RIVER VALLEY:  INVESTIGATION OF THE 

POSSIBILITIES OF TIGERS PRESENCE IN THE REGION AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR 

ITS REINTRODUCTION.   
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Objective 1: Examination of reliability of information on the tigers’ visual registration in the 

area in 2006 (souses – newspaper article, website). 

Objective 2: Examination of possibilities for tiger reintroduction in the area of Ily-Balhash.   

Climate of the area of Balhash lake  is sharp-continental. It is characterized   with high amplitude 

of year- and daily temperature fluctuations and high level of insolation.   Mean temperature of the year 

is about +2-+5° C in the plains and  -5 - -10 ° C in the foothills.  Men temperature of January – the 

coldest month in the surroundings of the lake is  -8°C, in the southern part of the plains – in the 

foothills of the mountains -  -5 °C. Mean daily temperatures in July are around +24° C. Distribution of 

precipitation varies in different parts of the area: 150 mm a year in the surroundings of Balhash, 200-

250 mm  in the foothills of the mountains. Every year the lake is frozen, it is covered with ice 

beginning with November and till the beginning of April.  

During the period of expedition temperature fluctuated between - 20º-  - 10ºC at night and  -10º- 

+5º C in the daytime. As a whole, weather conditions were favorable for the survey. The only obstacle 

was cased by precipitations some day before the expedition in the southern part of delta – around 

Akkol and Koktal settlements. This ice-rain caused an appearance of a solid crust of ice over snow , so 

fresh traces of ungulates couldn’t be distinguished (except wild boa).   This period of year is 

characterized with a  presence of un-steady frazil – which makes the area less and less passable both 

for vehicles and foot routs.  

In order to examine information on the tigers’ visual registration in the area in 2006 and 

estimation of the possibilities for tiger reintroduction in the more then 1000 km vehicle routs and 50 

km foot routs were completed.  More then 50 local hunters and farmers (sheep-breeders) were 

interviewed.    

 

1. Examination of reliability of information on the tigers’ visual registration in the area in 2006 

(souses – newspaper article, website). 

Together with South-Caspian area, and Amudaria and Syrdaria river valleys – Ily-Balhash part of 

tigers area had been one of the largest core-areas of the species distribution in Central Asia.  An 

important difference of this site is its longer population sustainability. Only single tiger survived in 

various parts of the area already by the end of XIX - beginning of XX centuries, while Ily-Balhash 

population was still sustainable till 1940-th. There were different reasons for tiger’s population 

decreases throughout its area, the most important – direct elimination and habitats destruction. In 

connection with that, it should be specially pointed out, that delta Ily and surroundings of Balhash had 

been one of the less inhabited areas of Central Asia, and natural ecosystems were not destroyed here. 

So, direct elimination became practically the only reason for tiger’s disappearance in this area.  



In 1941  1000 families had been removed here for fur trade. In 1940 about 1.5 millions fells (of 

different species) were bagged a year.   Any hunter could kill as many wild boa and other ungulates/ as 

he needed for himself and his dogs. Populations of the majority of the game species suffers from 

serious pressure already during that period, while wild boa population started to be over-exploited 

since mid 1990-beginning 2000, when driving by helicopters started to be popular between “new 

Kazakhs”. Another baneful way of hunting – night rounding-up using high-passable cross-country 

vehicles and vigorous searchlights. According to the data of questioning the estimated number of wild 

boa take of every year is not less then 1000. We can’t expect, that more then 30-40% of animals are 

killed a year, so that means that wild boa population in the area is still about 3000 – 3500 animals.  

According to estimation of different experts, such population of wild boa (alone) could support normal 

life of 6-10 tigers (Kaplanov, 1947; Kazarinov,  1979; Yudakov, Nikolaev,  1987;  Jivotchenko,  1979; 

1981 а, б; Pikunov,  1981; 1983; Dunishenko, 1985 e.a., Yudin, Yudina, 2009). It should be specially 

pointed out that such an overpressure towards wild boa population appeared already in the latest 

decades, after the brake of the soviet Union. In 1980-th habitats in Ily delta and prey base were in 

much better conditions and could support sustainable life of much more then a dozen of tigers. 

Nevertheless, since 1960 there are no reliable data in visual registration of tigers or at least their traces 

(although regular census of wildlife is organized, numerous experienced hunters are regularly present 

in the area). So, this period is assumed to be the time of complete extinction of tiger in Central Asia. 

The closest area recently inhabited by tiger is situated in India – more then 1000 km to the south. 

There had been some cases of tigers coming to a site situated some hundreds km of the main area 

(Geptner, Sludskii, 1972), but a reproductive group can’t be formed in such a case anyway. So, we 

came to a conclusion, that the article and internet information on meeting tiger family in the reeds of 

Balhash is just a fantasy.   

Economical development of the region (only those components, which can play a role for the 

tiger reintroduction are analyzed). 

“The territory to the south of Balhash Lake – mainly Sary-Esik-Atyrau desert - has a very low 

population density. There are practically no permanent villages on the southern banks of Balhash. 

Economical activities are very low and limited to cattle/sheep breeding and fishing. 20% of the lands 

of Ily delta are used for grazing; some small agricultural farm had been developed in the southern 

part of the delta.   Recently the delta became very popular for sport fishing and hunting, an 

infrastructure is in process of development in order to be able to attract more people. In future it is 

visible to develop a recreation zone. Such an idea had been mentioned in one of the speeches of the 

President of the country Mr. Nazarbaev – but till now there are no special decisions.” (Report of 

E.Bragin, p.9) 

The region of interest is not less then 1 mln ha: from Koktal settlement in the south-east – to 

Balatopar-Kujgal in the north-west, Karaoi-Krypsalo in the north, north-east. In addition to the delta 

important potential tiger habitats occupy 10-20 km stripe along the southern bank of Balhash and 

cover not less then 100 -150 thous.ha.  

Major part of the are (80%) belongs to the state (forest resources), so any activities on this area 

(cattle grazing, fishing, and hunting) should be agreed with the Forest agency.  

About 10 settlement are situated in the limits of the are, with population from 20 up to 1000 

persons. Two sanctuaries has been established on the lands of the forest resources, hunting is 

forbidden there. In spite of that, regional administration has passed majority of the land to a long-term 



rent for 50 yeas. That is a direct violation of the legislation. This was the way how around 400 private 

farms appeared here, evenly dispersed over the area.  Such farm is usually a small khutor with 1-2 

(rarely 3) houses and some fences for the livestock. Usually one farm has about 100 of horses, 150 

cows and 100-250 sheep. So, totally about 80 – 100 th. cows and horses and 50-70 thous. sheep are 

grazing in the area.  

Forestry authorities undertake special efforts to annul, to cancel the illegal rent agreements and 

to replace them with on-year agreements. Results of these activities are unknown.    

Potential tiger habitats in Ily delta are mosaic and rather variable: various types of riparian 

forests dominated by poplar, oleaster, tamarisk, salt tress, reeds brushes, sometimes – mixed.  Huge 

desert areas are regularly flooded; a system of lakes between sand-hills exists. Previously the floods 

had been stronger  and the level of underground water was higher– so there were more small lakes in 

lowerings. Now spots of forests – groves – are developed in these sites. Practically all lower parts of 

the plain, which was  periodically flooded turned into riparian forests of reeds ‘ brushes – increasing 

the total area of tiger’s habitats.  

           Wild boa distribution in the Ily delta is changing because of human impact. Analysis of the 

distribution of wild boa and domestic cattle traces has shown, that wild boa distributed is to a great 

extent limited by reed brushes.  In the large spots of reeds wild boa population density is much higher. 

Riparian forests dominated by oleaster have loosed there role of sources of fattening forage because of 

regular fires.  We practically have not seen old natural riparian forests – but only those, which had 

been burned once in 2 -3-5 years. Although pyrogenic succession is typical and normal for riparian 

forests, each new fire leads to the development of savanna-type habitats instead of jungles. So these 

areas become more suitable for domestic cattle and goats. It becomes easier for people to walk in these 

areas – and that leads to the decline of wild boa population in these habitats.   

Main reasons of the habitats degradation: 

- fires, 

- absence of floods caused by regulation of the Ily water flow.  

During the expedition, practically not a single spot of  more then 1 ha was found without 

traces of fire, which occurred during the last 10-15 years. Majority of fires occurred during 

the last 2-3 years. Fires themselves can be even useful for riparian forests - pyrogenic 

succession is typical and normal for riparian forests. Young growing trees – radical shoots – 

produce better forage for the cattle, as well as for wild ungulates, such as roe deer. 

Unfortunately roe deer is rather rare now in the region. Locals put fires in nature to improve 

grazing conditions for the cattle. In case of normal floods practically all species of trees of 

the riparian forests quickly recover. But in case of numerous fires year after year old trees are 

completely lost. Lacks of floods reduce opportunities for the forests regeneration, so lack of 

water leads to habitat degradation in some sites.  Oleaster for its recovery needs high level of 

underground water, while various species of poplar and willow  demand floods for their 

recovery. That is the reason why one can see young forests composed mainly by oleaster and 

salt tree, while poplar groves can be met very rarely.  

Another important cause of habitats degradation is poaching. Although all Ily delta is a 

sanctuary, and hunting is forbidden – but  hunting for wild boa, roe deer, hare, pheasant, waterfowl 

birds is on-going all the year.  



Potential for improving tigers habitats.  

In the lower part of the river riverbed is not stable, there are lots of former river beds and little 

islands. The delta itself is more then 9000 km
2 
which is divided into three systems of river-branches: 

Topar, Ily and Jideli.  Similarly rivers Karatal, Lepsy and Aksu form large deltas when running into 

Balhash.  

“In order to protect the ecosystems of the southern part, three governmental complex 

sanctuaries had been established: Pribalhashskiy, Karoiskiy and Kukanskiy – with total area 

1 061 100 ha – covering major part of the Ily delta,  deltas of Lepsy and Aksu and about 40-45% of the 

southern banks of Balhash. Beside that, some IBA are identified here and receive special regime of 

protection (partly overlapping with sanctuaries): Ily delta, lower reaches of Karatal river, Toparskaja 

system of lakes.” (Report of E.Bragin, p.9) 

The long-term plan of Pribalhashi’e development includes establishment of a joint PA – National 

park Balhashskii. All existing sanctuaries and additional territories would be included in the national 

park. But the critical point is the necessity to solve problems with the farmers. This would bi a key 

point for the possibility of tiger reintroduction in the region of Pribalhashi’e.   

Naturally the major prey species of tiger in Central Asia – wild boa and red (Bukhara) deer. Not 

only presence, but abundance of the prey species is critically important.  Tiger is very often is hunting 

near watering places, and their success depends on the abundance of the ungulates. Practically till the 

end of  XIX th century herds of goitred gazelles and kulans were very numerous in Central Asia, and 

that is why they were also typical prey-species for the tiger.  Differently from other parts of the area, 

roe deer was also a typical prey species of tiger in Ily-Balhash part of the area.  

So, in order to restore tiger population, habitats need to be improved (all the variety) and 

populations of prey species restored. Variety of habitats ensures development of populations of various 

species of ungulates. As it have been described above, various plant communities are typical for this 

area: forests dominated by poplar, oleaster, willow, tamarisk, salt tree, reed brushes – sometimes 

mixed. Communities with poplar and oleaster need regular floods, so their restoration depends on 

hydro regime – and artificial floods can compensate absence of natural floods, caused by water regime 

regulation. On the other hand, these communities mostly suffer from fires – and artificial fires should 

be forbidden.  Reed brushes are the most productive for wild boa, while oleaster with poplar, willow 

and other species are preferable for roe deer, Bukhara deer and wild boa. But mosaic mixture of 

various plant communities is the most favorable for various species, as salt trees and tamarisk 

communities lack food resources for ungulates, but are the most protective.   Huge territories are 

occupied by lakes between sand hills – and supply the sand hills with water, so tamarisk, salt tree and 

some other desert shrubs grow there, providing ungulates not only with shelter, but with forage as 

well. 



 

1. Wild boa is the dominant prey species of the tiger. In Ily delta and Pribalhashi’e it is the most 

widely distributed species, with a very high potential of population development and 

reproductive potential. Establishment of a national park and full-scale restoration of riparian 

forests can allow wild boa population growth up to  20-30 thous., in case of application of 

special biotechnical measures v- up to  30-50 thousands. 

2. Habitats suitable for the roe deer are much more limited. It inhabits only oleaster, oleaster-

poplar and some other savanna-type communities (dominated by oleaster). It is also a species 

with rather high reproductive potential, and in 3-5 years it can reach population density up to 

10-15 animals /1000 ha, in future – up to 50-70 animals/1000 ha.  

3. Bukhara deer. There are no data on the Bukhara deer populations in Ily delta, although it is a 

part of its historical area. Nevertheless, recently habitats are quite suitable for Bukhara deer 

and its reintroduction can be recommended. The population of this species develops slowly, 

especially on the first phases of reintroduction. Nevertheless, successful experience of 

Bukhara deer reintroduction – and sources of Bukhara deer in Kazakhstan, in upper part of 

Ily river valley (Karatchingil) can allow to establish one of the largest Bukhara deer 

populations in Central Asia.  

4. An important part of southern Pribalhashi’e (about 10 mln ha) is occupied by Saryesik-

Atyrau sands, and that is a historical area of kulans. Arid climate, absence of good watering 

places in summer, severe winters lead to the practical absence of sheep- and cattle breeding 

in this area.  Plant communities can provide kulans with much better grazing conditions than 

he has in his recent habitats and sites of reintroduction. Carrying capacity of this area is up to 

10 thousands kulans. Such population of kulan can be an important components of tigers 

food resources – e.g. near watering places in summer. Methodology of kulns reintroduction 

is well developed and successfully applied for already 20 years. Closest to the area source of 

kulans for reintroduction is on northern bank of Kaptchagai water reserve, in Altyn-Emel 

national park. Repeated translocation of 50-100 kulans a year could allow to establish a new 

sustainable population, which could reach up to 1000 in ten year period.  

5. Special measures of protection – antipoaching control can allow the development of 

sustainable population of goitred gazelle – up to 10 thousands..  

As a result, improvement of habitats and restoration of the prey species would allow sustainable 

development of tigers population in Ily-Balhash region with the numbers 100- up to 300 tigers.  
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Some winter views . 
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Wild boa was digging roots  

 


