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Central Asia includes 5 countries – 
the Republic of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, 
the Republic of Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 
the Republic of Uzbekistan. Despite the many
shared cultural, historical and environmental
features of the 5 states, the region is a vast land of
great contrasts in climate and topography. Some
areas within Central Asia are a virtual “crossroads”
of species, where representatives of both Asian and

Mediterranean flora meet. Unique natural centers
of speciation occur in other areas of Central Asia.
WWF’s “Global 200” highlights the importance
of Central Asia for its globally significant
biodiversity: half of the region is Gl200.
Moreover, 100% (!) of the territory of 4 out of 5
countries, and a half of the 5th
(Kazakhstan) are Global 200
ecoregions – critical or

vulnerable. The second (northern) half of
Kazakhstan includes unique virgin steppe areas,
which remain practically nowhere else in the
world, and important bird areas – wetlands, key
points of the flyways of the world importance, etc. 

... Some areas within Central Asia are a
virtual “crossroads” of species, where
representatives of both Asian and
Mediterranean flora meet...

4

Table 1. Brief information on Central Asia

Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Tajikistan

Turkmenistan
Uzbekistan

Total for the region

2717.3
198.5
143.1
488.1
447.4
3999.4 

15.3
5.3
7.1
5.1
27.8

Astana
Bishkek
Dushanbe
Ashgabat
Tashkent

Area
(thous. sq.km)

Population 
(millions)

Capital Country

What is Central Asia?
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900 species of vertebrates – such as leopard and snow leopard (and former area
of tiger and cheetah),  kulan, bukhara deer, saiga, argali (and former area of 
Przewalskii horses), houbara bustard and falcons, goose and pelicans, tortoise
and cobra, sturgeons and  shovelnose.

More than 20,000 species of invertebrates;
level of endemic (unique) species reaching 20 % in some areas.

Various types of natural complexes – both terrestrial: plain steppes, deserts,
mountain forests, high mountain meadows and tundra cushion plant formations;
and freshwater: great rivers, fresh and salted lakes and lake systems, wetlands.

4 million sq. km;
about 60 million people – with very variable population density in different parts
of the region (from 0,05 – up to 200 persons/sq. km).
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Central Asia is a region of: 

What is Central Asia?
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For the whole world Central Asia is a land of
fairy-tales and legends. Its great ancient history
is still visible. One can see remains of the  ancient
Merv – 4,000 years old oasis city and  Fortresses
of Nisa – the first Parthian capital, a mosque, the
gates of a caravanserai (ancient roadside
inn), fortresses, mausoleums of
Kunya-Urgench, a 60-m high
minaret in Turkmenistan; 
historic towns of Samarkand –
Crossroads of Cultures, 
ancient city of  Bukhara, 
historic centre of
Shakhrisyabz, with very old
monuments and well-

preserved examples of the Muslim architecture of
Central Asia – such as outstanding Djuma
Mosque, mausoleums, madrasas, and two 
magnificent palaces of Khiva oasis in Uzbekistan;
Sulaiman-Too Sacred Mountain in Kyrgyzstan;

the Mausoleum of Khoja Ahmed Yasawi
in Kazakhstan.

These are only the names of the
sites recognized as historical
World heritage sites of 
UNESCO. And when driving
through the desert, you can
see here and there very
interesting historical
remains.  At a lot of sites,

one can come across pre-historical cultural
monuments – such as Petroglyphs at the
Archaeological Landscape of Tamgaly in
Kazakhstan.
And if we start looking for pre-human history

then, for example, the “valley of  dinosaurs” in
the mountains of Tajikistan – with a lot of

petrified footprints of
various species – would be
of special interest.

6 Land of the Great silk road 

...These are only the names of the sites
recognized as historical  World heritage
sites of UNESCO... 
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7Land of the Great silk road 

However, historical traditions live in the region not only in the monuments, but in
everyday life of local people. Bright dresses of local women are like an ethnography
museum in the street and in the market – details of handicraft are specific for various
nations and tribes. Some of the most ancient centers of origin of carpet and silk
production still continue to develop traditions.

Ancient national breeds of dogs can be still met in local villages, doing the job they
have been bred for.

And world-famous breeds of akhal-teke horses – the national pride of Turkmenistan –
are traditionally brought up as family members. 

Falconry is also traditional for the region – but differently from Arabian countries.
Kazakh falconers usually train eagles – and hunt for wolves, which are still so
numerous that there regulation is really important for sheep-breeding. 
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Biodiversity value of the region

Tiger is officially considered to be extinct from the region since 1958. Asian cheetah is close to extinction: 
a small population exists only in Iran, but probably in Turkmenistan – Ustyurt – as well. However, 
a real opportunity for the species restoration still exists. 

...Central Asia still possesses a lot of
wilderness, and opportunities still exist
for conservation and restoration of self-
sustainable ecological complexes on
huge areas... 

Forests of Central Asia are unique complexes of wild
ancestors of fruit and nut trees, and one of the seven
of the world’s centre of origin of cultural plants.Now,
under pressure of overgrazing and overharvesting, very
limited parts of these forests – unique natural “collections”
of species and forms – still exist.

Huge steppe areas were ploughed and degrading in the Soviet times. The
rest suffered from overgrazing. But during the last 15 years they have been
spontaneously recovering because of a significant decrease in grazing. All
these areas are still state-owned, and all exploitation could be regulated. But the
process of privatization is beginning to develop, and the areas could be divided
and fenced. In this case, an opportunity for restoration would be lost.
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9Biodiversity value of the region

According to various (non-WWF) surveys, based on all available knowledge, Central Asia is one
of the most important biodiversity hotspots. The report of the European Environment Agency
identifies CA mountains as one of 4 most important hotspots for biodiversity conservation in the
Pan-European region. 

“Mountains of Central Asia: Ecosystems range from glaciers to desert, and contain ancestors
of domestic fruit varieties. The region is also home to a rich variety of ungulates, including the
threatened argali wild sheep. Main threats to biodiversity reported  in the region are
expansion of settlements and infrastructure development as well as mining, overgrazing,
poaching, water abstraction and drainage.”
www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state_of_environment_report_2007_1/
chapter4.pdf
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10 Major threats 

...Despite a relatively low population
density, anthropogenic pressure in the
region is very important... 

WWF Ecological Footprint analysis has shown that
Central Asian countries suffer the highest pressure
on freshwater resources in the world.World-
known Aral Sea disaster is caused by unsustainable use
of water resources. Together with climate change it
causes enormous problems leading to desertification.
Both people and highly valuable freshwater ecosystems
suffer from this disaster. To reverse this situation, first
of all, national traditions of water use should be revised,
and only in addition to that implementation of modern
technologies of water use can also help. 
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The region is already suffering from the climate change – and future impact is
forecasted to be very serious.
To give one example of a very obvious consequence of the climate change impact on

the region: it is already registered that various glaciers in the middle mountain belt are
loosing from 2 to 6 m of thickness, up to 30% of the surface and volume. During 1960-
2005 more then 1000 glaciers in Central Asia dissapeared, even worse is predicted for
the future. According to the forecast, 30% loss of glaciers’ water resources is expected in
the next 20 years, by 2025–2030, if special measure are not implemented in the scale of
the Planet. This has a significant impact on the balance of water and energy supply in the

whole of Central Asia, resulting in serious
negative impact on ecosystems, as well as
agriculture, health, transport and
energy, and disaster risk.

Adaptation options:“Climate Change in
Central Asia” – visual synthesis report
produced by Zoi environment network
(Geneva) and launched at the Copenhagen
Climate Conference on 11 December 2009. 
The report is available online (PDF file, 38 Mb:
www.zoinet.org/index.php?id=9

Major threats 
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Major threats to biodiversity

...Important parts of forests are cut down.
These forests are an integral part of
ecosystems – they are water-protective;
mountainous forests are also mudflow-
protecting. They need to be restored by
using gene pool of yet safe spots of
forests...

Important parts of forests are cut down. Partly, they are replaced with fields, to a greater extent than necessary – because of extensive methods of
agriculture, salination and degradation of lands. Partly, they are cut down just in order to get fuel for heating houses and cooking food – during
periods of gas curtailment. This impact was very important in the early 1990s. Since gas was provided to the population (Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan),
it had seriously decreased, but not everywhere. These forests are an integral part of ecosystems – they are water-protective; mountainous forests are
also mudflow-protecting.  They need to be restored by using gene pool of yet safe spots of forests. 

Exploitation of gas and oil resources is just starting in some parts of the
region. It is very important to interact with the

companies as early as on the designing phase,
to make sure nature conservation needs
are seriously taken into
consideration. It is easier to
prevent, than to restore what has
been destroyed…
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13Major threats to biodiversity

Poaching has become a very serious problem for the wildlife as game animals
became an important meat resource for locals during the period of transition
economy and a source of income via illegal trade (for Chinese medicine first of all).
It leads to an important decrease of populations, and together with a rise in prices
of fuel, gun-powder, etc it has become unprofitable to hunt. Recently, economical
development has become accompanied by poverty reduction. However, this has
brought a new form of “VIP-poaching”, a hobby for wealthy people.

Overgrazing (in the surroundings of settlements first of all)

Fires

Mining

Ecosystem degradation caused by changes of water regime
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WWF activities began in Central Asia in 1996. A project was initiated with the support from the MacArthur Foundation, titled: "The Urgent Measures
in Biodiversity Conservation of Central Asia". The goal of this project was to estimate the current threat to the unique natural ecosystems of this region
and design a package of proposals for the solution of the most demanding issues.

More than 300 experts, affiliated with governmental, research, and non-governmental institutions from all of the region's countries participated
in the preparation of proposals.

More than 400 proposals were received and evaluated by groups of leading experts according to their fields of expertise and geographic areas. 

All received proposals were compiled into national packages of urgent measures in biodiversity conservation which were
discussed and approved by official agencies of all five countries of the region. 

How we started activities in the region 14

... WWF activities began in Central Asia
in 1996 ...
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A combined investment package of proposals was compiled through selection of
proposals that had the most priority from the regional viewpoint. 

The final report on the project consists of a review of the resent situation with
biodiversity and its conservation in Central Asian countries – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, and investment project portfolio.

About 100 projects were included into the final document, aimed at solving the most
urgent problems of biodiversity conservation and sustainable use of nature resources
of the region.

Selection criteria for the projects:
• international, interregional, regional importance,
• urgency of the problem, 
• level of existing threat, 
• socio-economical importance, 
• correspondence to national priorities/strategies,
• probability of successful implementation,
• factual existence of people who will implement a project,
• possible risks,
• degree of project's justification, 
• etc.

All national packages as well as the complete 400 project regional Investment Project
Portfolio (IPP) were approved by relevant nature

conservation authorities (1-2 ministries) of each
country.

The IPP, approved by relevant nature
conservation authorities of the region is the main
basis for the development of the WWF Central Asia
Strategy. 

How we started activities in the region 
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Administrative staff of the Central Asian
Programme consists of two persons only: head of
CA programme; programme/project
administrator and part-time communication
officer. The rest of the project staff is based in the
region and hired part-time. Human capacity of

the region is our main value. The experts in the
region (and outside it, in Russia – but with
dozens of years of field experience in Central
Asia) are engaged in the project implementation,
using all previous experience /data, accumulated
during many years. Traditionally, most scientific

data and publications are in Russian, so Russian-
speaking experts are in incomparably favorable
conditions in the region.

Our teams – capacity in the region

...Human capacity of the region is our
main value. The experts in the region are
engaged in the project implementation,
using all previous experience /data,
accumulated during many years... 
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In the recent socio-economic situation majority of experts are employed, but that should be
considered to a great extent just a formal employment.  Regular salaries (from 10-15 $ in
Tajikistan up to 120-150 $ in Kazakhstan) doesn’t allow to cover the needs of everyday life.
Fortunately, these positions do not prevent from part-time additional work. Moreover, people
can keep official employment being practically free for other activities. So, we have lots of
experts in different fields, who are ready to participate in our projects, and no special
formalities are needed for that. This provides WWF with many advantages:

Since the IPP preparation, key persons in the countries of the region are
identified and trained as WWF representatives in the region, and most projects are
implemented through them. These key person (1-2 or, in some cases – more) in
each country work as our grantees practically on a full-time basis (in case of
sufficient funding for the country), and are responsible for day-to-day project
implementation, on-going contacts with national Ministries, identification of necessary
teams/experts, etc. At the same time, we pay serious attention to capacity-building in the
region and training young national specialists.

wide spectrum of expertise, including researchers of scientific institution, independent
experts, NGO, etc;

grant system of payment (when both the Programme and the expert are limited mainly by the
terms of references, money is paid only for the work that is done);

access to data – results of research – of national/regional scientific institutions;

flexibility in the work /payment procedures  (as we base not on a position/salary, 
we balance the grants with the level of life / needs in particular country);

as an international NGO we are in good contacts with a great variety of NGOs in the
region, and we use their capacity for our projects implementation.

Our teams – capacity in the region

Scale of funding
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Since 2000, WWF is running some
comparatively small-scale projects. They have
proved to be very cost-effective and allowed to
obtain very important nature conservation results.
During the initial period (first 3-5 years) we
started with species projects. We took urgent
measures, aimed at prevention of catastrophic
decline of the most threatened species.
The very first field projects started in the

wetlands of
northern
Kazakhstan,

an important migratory area for Scandinavian
birds. From 1999, specialists from Finland,
Sweden, and Russia worked here together with the
leading group of scientists from Kazakhstan.
Practical conservation activities of scientists from
the Naurzumsky strict nature reserve and NGO
“Nauzum”, which became the core-group
practically for all WWF activities in the country,
was combined with detailed  scientific research.
This allowed identifying the most valuable sites
and concentrating common efforts on their
conservation. The most important 55 lakes

(chosen from 800) were described in WWF
publication “Key wetland areas of Northern
Kazakhstan” (2002, in Russ.). This became the
base for the following development of WWF
activities in the region, improving protected areas
system, preparation of background materials for
the Government’s application for World Heritage
nomination of this area and official application to
nominate these lakes as Ramsar sites. 

Strategic approach of the first period. First results 

...During the initial period (first 3-5
years) we started with species projects.
We took urgent measures, aimed at
prevention of catastrophic decline of the
most threatened species... 
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A second series of projects also funded by WWF with co-finance from other donors addressed
some of the most endangered species of the region. 
All projects included urgent anti-poaching measures, technical support to existing

protected area systems, species monitoring, action plan development, public awareness
campaigns, education and mass media work. Activities were developed through wide
ranging multi-stakeholder partnerships and involved capacity building for local NGOs as
well as policy activities. Although the projects were ‘medium sized’ (e.g. $50- 70,000/year
for all Bukhara Deer activities in 4 countries) important conservation results have been
achieved in only 3-5 years.

Strategic approach of the first period. First results 

© Evgeniy Bragin

©

Natalya Marmazinsk
aya

©
Valentina Maroch

kin
a

©

Hartmut Jungius / W
WF
-C

an
on

©

Hartmut Jungius / W
WF
-C

an
on

©
N
atalya

M
arm

azinskaya

©
Valentina Maroch

kin
a

©Malika Ba
baj
an

ov
a

©

Viktor Lukarevsky /
WW

F-
R
us
si
a

©
Valentina Maroch

kin
a

© Hartmut Jungius / W
WF
-Ca
no
n



Only 200-300 kulan were registered in 1999, from 
the Badhyz population of 5000 in the mid 90s.

Results of the first projects. Species 20

...All projects included urgent anti-
poaching measures, technical support to
existing protected area systems, species
monitoring, action plan development,
public awareness campaigns, education
and mass media work... 

Bukhara Deer
In 1999, only 350 Bukhara Deer across 4 countries were remaining, with some populations 
completely eliminated.

At least 1450 Bukhara Deer were recorded in 2010, and reintroduction was initiated 
in 3 sites.

Kulan

The Kulan population in Badhyz is stable
and increasing with about 1000 recorded
in 2004.
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21      Results of the first projects. Species 

Persian leopard
Only 70-75 Persian leopards remained in Kopetdagh by 1999, with a continuous
population decrease and tremendous loss of prey species.

The Kopetdagh leopard population is stable and increasing, 95-100
recorded in 2008. Restoration of prey species is on-going, with a
compensation system for local people (for leopard damage to livestock)
installed as a key tool. The flock of sheep was created and the
compensation procedure itself is now under supervision of a trained local
experts and ”council of elders” with more than 1000 sheep distributed to date.
As a result, the population of this subspecies is the best if compared with all the
rest within the area, and this allows to use it as a source for leopard
reintroduction in the Caucasus.

Saiga antelope 

Only 2900 Saiga Antelope remained in Betpakdala, Kazakhstan (data of Governmental
census 2003) from a previous population of 1 million. This catastrophic decline was
caused by illegal poaching of male saiga – in order to get horns for oriental medicine. It
was diminished when populations were left with too few males for reproduction. 

The Saiga Antelope population decline has been reversed, and although WWF has
handed over implementation of direct anti-poaching activities to a nationally
based NGO in 2006, continuing only maintenance of the network of
observers – the positive trend continued with 54000 Saiga recorded in the
Betpakdala population in 2010 (state census), due both to natural
reproduction and in-migration from other areas.

Goitred gazelle 

Goitred gazelles became seriously endangered by early 1990s.  Some individual
populations survived thanks to various types of nature reserves and specially
established breeding centers; in huge areas the species completely disappeared.

Reintroduction is successful at 2 sites in Turkmenistan and one site in
Tajikistan. 
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22 Results of the first projects. Policy, level of awareness          

...The important ‘human dimension’ of
the projects includes ecological
education, work with children, capacity
building of local NGOs and government
institutions together with policy work...

Cooperation with national authorities

Agreements on cooperation are signed between WWF CA programme and relevant Ministries/State committees
in all countries: 2 in Kazakhstan with nature conservation and forestry/protected areas agencies, and 4 (!) in
Uzbekistan – with state committees and additionally with their relevant departments.

World Heritage, Ramsar 

At the project sites of Northern Kazakhstan, protected areas were more than doubled (from 185 to
488 thousand hectares), and the first Central Asian nomination for a UNESCO World heritage
natural site was prepared. Naurzum is now one of two clusters of “Saryarka – Steppe and Lakes
of Northern Kazakhstan” –World Heritage natural property, nominated in January
2009. Naurzum Lake System, of approximately 26 lakes, and Zharsor-Urkash Lake
System, of approximately 14 lakes, were included in the Ramsar List of Wetlands of
International Importance in September 2009.
Preparation of the list of potential World Heritage sites of the countries and brief

drafts of nominations (project 2000, publication – 2005) serves as a base  for
preparation of the next official nominations of the countries to UNESCO.
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23Results of the first projects. Policy, level of awareness 

Gift to the Earth (GttE)

Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan participated in the GttE WWF campaign. For
different reasons only GttE from Kazakhstan was officially recognized – and Katon-
Karagai National Park is a co-area of Kazakhstan in the transboundary system of PAs
system development in the Altai-Sajan ecoregion.
Tajik and Kyrgis GttE were not officially registered: only certificates of the “Earth-

keepers” were delivered to the former  President of  Kyrgyzstan Askar Akaev and to the
Ministers of Environment of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. However, as a
follow up of the national proposals, Tajikistan established Tajik national park in Pamir –
2.2 mln ha – more then 11% of the territory of the country. 7 new PAs of IUCN category 1 
(strict nature reserves – “zapovedniks” – and national parks) were established in Kyrgyzstan.

Convention on Migratory Species (CMS)

A Memorandum of Understanding on Bukhara Deer conservation was signed in 2002
by all four range states in the framework of the Bonn Convention on Migratory Species.
It is an important tool for achieving successful results in the species restoration.
WWF CA participated in preparation of a similar MOU and Action Plan for Saiga
antelope conservation and restoration, which was signed by Central Asian countries 
in 2003-2005.

Awareness campaigns

The important ‘human dimension’ of the projects includes ecological education, work
with children, capacity building of local NGOs and government institutions together

with policy work. It has led to substantial changes in attitude to
nature and many species. Coupled with economic

development, which eliminated the need for poaching
and illegal logging, local people have a better
understanding of various nature conservation issues
and many now see these species as their national
heritage.

© Hartmut Jungius / WWF-Canon

© Natalya Marmazins
kay
a

© Tatiana Brag
ina

©

Viktor Lukarevsky /
WW

F-
R
us
si
a

©

Hojamurad Hojamu
rad
ov

©

Olga Pereladova / W
WF
-R

us
si
a



During the second phase special activities to
develop the system of protected areas became our
major priority. Besides technical support to
existing protected areas, an important success of
this period (2004-2007) was GEF-UNEP-WWF
middle-size project implementation on Econet
development. The project allowed to design a
system of protected areas of different status (core
areas, ecological corridors and buffer zones), which
covered 40% of the territory of Central Asia. 
The system of protected territories of different

ranks has traditionally been the basis for
biodiversity conservation in various types of
ecosystems. But intensive socio-economical
development of the countries leads to a situation
when PAs become a system of isolated “islands”,
which do not support sustainable development and
functioning of ecosystems. As a result, they can’t
support optimal development of the environment
as a whole. At the same time, further important
increase of strictly protected areas contradicts the
goals of socio-economic development of the
countries. So, a new concept was developed and is
widely implemented all over the world:
development of Ecological network system.
ECONET is a system that combines protected
nature areas of different status and territories with
different regime of sustainable nature and resource

use, integrated into the context of socio-
economical development.  According to the
modern concept, ECONET consists of three major
elements. Core areas are usually represented by
protected areas of different status. Transit areas
(ecological corridors) are areas that link core areas.
Buffer zones are areas that protect both core areas
and transit areas from outside interference.
Practical implementation of all Econet
elements should guarantee long-term
sustainability of ecosystem
development of major
ecoregions – and
sustainable economic
development of the
region. 
Methodological

approaches to the
planning of ecological
networks at the
ecoregional level were
developed to implement
the designed ECONET
Concept. The approaches,
typical for Western Europe
and based on the inventory and
protection of landscapes (the latter
retaining their natural structure), are not

applicable in Central Asia, where extensive areas
still remain untouched or slightly affected by
human impact. The use of remote data (satellite
images) and relevant maps allows approaching the
entire study area from different points of view at
the same time, which in turn enables the
identification of protected natural areas as a single

integral system. 

24 ECONET

During the second phase special
activities to develop the system of
protected areas became our major
priority. 
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25ECONET

The GEF-UNEP-WWF “Econet Central Asia” project included:
formal identification of the most diverse areas by
using an original methodology of special analysis of
satellite images and  relief; 

creation of a database and geo-information system
(GIS) on the regional biodiversity, where data of 50-
year field researches of various teams of scientists
were included for the needs of comparative analysis;  

GAP-analysis of representativeness of the existing
system of protected areas. Integrated analysis of this
data allowed designing an initial draft of Econet,
which passed a number of cycles of evaluations. 

Corrections and additions from great variety of
stakeholders were collected and integrated in the GIS. 

The main final result of the project is Econet design,
based on a special methodology and integrated analysis of all
collected information.
Factsheets for each of the landscape complexes of

ECONET elements include the most relevant information on
biodiversity value, threats,  and recommended status of
different areas. This way, the initial feasability study has been completed for biodiversity
conservation/sustainable development activities throughout the Region – and approved by relevant
national and regional authorities.
Econet is officially approved in the countries of the region as the main base of protected areas and

land-use system development, both on the national (relevant ministries) and Regional (decision of
Interstate Sustainable Development Commission) scale. It is integrated into the Regional
Environmental Action Plan (REAP) to ensure biodiversity conservation as the basis
for sustainable socio-economic development of the  region. Gap-analysis of the
biodiversity and representativeness of the existing system of protected areas allowed
completing national obligations for the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)
Programme of Work on protected areas. This information was included in the
national reports at 7th and 8th CBD conferences of parties (Brazil, March 2006). All
five countries show continued commitment to conservation and the Environment
Ministers of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have made
pledges for significant increases in protected areas. 

analysis of the socio-economic pressure on the
ecosystems; 
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The International Fund for Saving the Aral
Sea (IFSAS) was established by five Central Asian
states – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. It is chaired by
the Presidents of the Countries on a base of two
year period rotation. Its goal is to implement in a
coordinated way practical measures and
programs to overcome the impacts of the Aral
crisis and to improve environmental and socio-
economic conditions in the Aral
Sea basin. Two subordinate
Commissions –
Interstate Sustainable
Development

Commission  (ISDC) are  similarly chaired by the
Ministers of Nature Conservation,  and Interstate
Commission for Water Coordination of Central
Asia  (ICWC), chaired by Ministers of water
resources.
ISDC  with UNEP support

developed the Regional
Environmental Action
Plan (REAP). By a number
of ISDC decisions Econet

was approved at the
regional level and
endorsed as the
major basis for

the long-term plans of PA system development
and land-use development and was integrated
into REAP as a major component which ensures
biodiversity conservation of the region.

An important political background exists for Econet implementation in the region

...Five countries of the Region on their own
initiative recognized themselves as a single
and indivisible ecological region, and
established special bodies for coordination
activities in the field of environment and
sustainable development regulation... 

26 ECONET
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During a series of ISDC meetings five Central Asian countries have started the process of official
signing of a  Framework Convention on Environment Conservation for Sustainable
Development to unite their efforts in saving the environment. All 5 countries have officially
signed the protocol of intent, and 3 countries (Turkmenistan, Kyrgyz Republic and Republic of
Tajikistan) have already completed the internal preparatory procedure, received necessary
authorizations and signed the Convention itself. The process of formal internal endorsements
took longer time in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, and now the process of their joining the
Convention is in the final stage.

The countries have elaborated the Convention in two years, which is surprisingly fast for a
document of this scale. This way they demonstrated their readiness to make environmental
challenges their top national and regional priority. It is really a unique case in the world, when
countries of some region recognize themselves as a unity – and act together, really reaching
consensus in solving variable ecological problems. The Convention would come into force when
signed and ratified by all five countries. ECONET project was included in the Convention as a
solution to biodiversity loss and the Agreement on transboundary ECONET implementation
is expected to be signed as the First Protocol of this convention (after it is ratified). 
The Agreement of Intention on Transboundary Implementation of Econet between ISDC

and WWF was signed in Bishkek in
November 2007 as an intermediate
document that confirms the countries’
readiness to create an ecological network

for biodiversity conservation.
The full creation of the

ECONET would be a
significant contribution
to fulfilling
recommendations of
the seventh meeting of
the parties to the
Convention on
Biological Diversity and
obligation of the countries
on the CBD
Programme of
Work on
protected areas.
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Main goal for the next period (2010 -2020)
By 2020 a representative network of protected areas established and effectively managed in model first-priority sites (clusters of Econet), covering at

least 20% of the territory of the region, including at least 8% of the territory – core areas (zapovedniks, national and nature parks) 

Strategic approach for the choice of model sites for Econet implementation:

Practical components of Econet implementation:

valuable ecosystems under serious threat (in the regions of fluent development);

habitats (recent or potential) of the flagship species – ensuring restoration and sustainable development of their vulnerable populations;

areas, including the most valuable ecosystems;

under-protected ecosystems (lacking sufficient representative system of protected areas).

various human dimension activities – ecological education, work with mass-media, capacity
building, support of national NGOs;

policy work – on the regional (ISDC), national (relevant Ministries) and local (regional
administration) levels: replication of the models on the scale of river basins, countries, region as
a whole. 

development of a system of ecological corridors and buffer zones, combining nature conservation goals with sustainable
development of local communities via involvement of local communities in alternative ecologically-friendly sustainable
forms of economic development;

development of a system of strict protected areas, aimed at conservation of the most valuable
ecosystems and habitats of the flagship species;

...The WWF goal by 2020: a representative
network of protected areas established and
effectively managed in model first-priority
sites... 

ECONET
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Econet development should initially integrate measures on climate change adaptation. Regional
authorities have already proved their concern on the issue (ISDC meeting 30.11.09); joint
position of Central Asian  countries was adopted  concerning the future international  Climate
change agreement; and Regional Climate change adaptations Strategy is in the process of
development. 

During the last 2 years WWF has been implementing
Econet in the first model sites.

The Altyn Dala Conservation Initiative (ADCI) was launched in 2005 in Kazakhstan
by a coalition of state agencies – the Forestry and Hunting Committee (the Ministry of
Agriculture) and the Ministry of Environment, and national and international
environmental organizations: Frankfurt Zoological Society, RSPB, WWF, ACBK (since
2007 – the major implementing agency of the ADCI). It is aimed at creating a web of
protected areas of different status, including ecological corridors and buffer zones with
sustainable nature use, with a total area of 6 million hectares, to save the unique
steppes of Kazakhstan – habitats of Betpakdala population of saiga antelope.
As an initial step, Altyn Dala nature reserve is in process of establishment – core area

of the ADCI Econet cluster. The reserve, with an area of 600 thousand hectares, is
comprised of 3 cluster areas, key for biodiversity conservation in general and for the saiga
conservation in particular. Kazakhstan government added the creation of the Altyn Dala nature
reserve to its plan of protected areas development for 2007-2009. 

ECONET
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The project in Kazakhstan will combine
sustainable development in the Syr Darya river
basin with nature protection efforts.
Syr Darya River is one of the two major rivers

of Central Asia forming the basin of the Aral Sea.
It starts in the mountains of Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan and runs through Uzbekistan. But the
longest stretch is in Kazakhstan. It’s more then
2200 km long and its watershed covers more
then 150,000 sq. km. Water resources of Syr
Darya feed not only floodplain ecosystems as
such but also various valuable
ecosystems of surrounding
plains and mountains.
However, until
recently, there were
no protected areas.
Not so long ago,
Arys and
Karaktauskaya
state reserve zones
and Karatau State
Nature Reserve –
(which preserves a
relatively small area of
Karatau mountains)
were established.  The lack

of a system of protected areas leads to a lack of
environmental management and governance,
especially at the regional level.  To change this
situation, the project started preparation of the
necessary documents for creation of the
Turkistan Nature Park and a system of protected
areas of different status.
An agreement was reached with the relevant

authorities of the Republic of Kazakhstan (FHC
MA RKz), not only on the development of
documentation for the establishment of protected
areas – but also on the continuity of work: in case

of preparation of the key documents for new
protected areas creation with the support 
of the project, their further establishment
will be included in government plans
and budget for the next 5-year phase
of the National programme on
protected areas  development
(2010 – 2014).  In 2009, the
project supported development
of the Nature Scientific
Background  (NSB) 
of Turkestansky State National
Natural Park and  Kyzylkum State

Nature Complex Preserve in Otrar
district. Official authorities suggested

estimating the possibility of creating ecological
corridors between the specially protected natural
areas of South Kazakhstan region, as well as the
inclusion of all the riparian forests of the Syr
Darya valley in the planned national natural park
areas as zones of ecological restoration.

Two new 5-year projects of the MFA of Norway and WWF launched in July-September 2007 will make a considerable contribution to
the creation of the Econet and to the conservation of water and other resources of Central Asia.
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...The project in Kazakhstan will
combine sustainable development in the
Syr Darya river basin with nature
protection efforts. The goal of the project
in Tajikistan is the conservation and
restoration of tugai (riparian) forests in
the Tigrovaya Balka Nature Reserve...

ECONET

Republic of Kazakhstan
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Republic of Tajikistan
The goal of the project in Tajikistan is the conservation and restoration of tugai (riparian)

forests in the Tigrovaya Balka Nature Reserve. The project provides a model for sustainable
management of freshwater ecosystems in the Amu Darya river basin, which is located on the
territory of three countries (Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan) and is one of the two
major watersheds of Central Asia. 
Improvement of water balance in the lakes is essential for the water balance of the

Tigrovaya Balka reserve in Tajikistan. However, river flow regulation and construction of
large and small dams stopped natural flooding in the tugai forests. It led to the degradation of
natural ecosystems, and as a consequence, lakes started to shrink and even dry up completely.
Since 2005 with the support of WWF-Netherlands, Disney Fund, and Minnesota Zoo some of
the most urgent measures were implemented in order to return water to the lake system:
clearing of overgrown natural water streams, construction of a canal to let fresh water by-pass
dams, construction of a pump station, etc. Water started to flow along the cleaned waterways
to the drying lakes and filled them as in the past years, when natural water flow was
maintained by regular innudations that cleaned the overgrown former waterbeds of the
Vakhsh River. Moreover, a detailed plan was developed to make the water supply to the
reserve ecosystems sustainable.
In autumn 2008, the Tigrovaya Balka nature reserve celebrated its 70th anniversary.

Expansion of the territory of the zapovednik  , which is in process now thanks to the Decision of
the Government of Tajikistan,  is the most valuable gift for the anniversary. “I’m ready to give
additional 100 thousand ha for the buffer zones around the reserve”, said the major of the
Khatlon area Gaibullo Avzalov at the anniversary celebration of the eldest Tajik nature reserve.
Besides support for water management projects, as an anniversary gift, Norway Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and WWF provided the reserve with field equipment for rangers (bicycles,
binoculars, and field gear), office supplies for the reserve information center, and a tractor,
which will allow the reserve to do the necessary fire prevention activities.

ECONET
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We have established cooperation with UNDP-
GEF project “Conservation of Tugai Forest and
Strengthening Protected Areas System in the Amu
Darya Delta of Karakalpakstan”, and initial
proposal of Econet project on the development of
a system of protected areas in the Amu Darya
delta and former bottom of the Aral Sea are used
as a background. 

The successful growth of the reintroduced
group of Bukhara deer in the valley of Zarafshan in
Uzbekistan is on-going. However, since the area of
the nature reserve is a narrow strip of riparian
forests between the river and agricultural lands,
human pressure is very serious. To reduce it, it is
necessary to expand the protected area, adding to
the reserve neighboring adjusted areas of the

buffer zone and forestry. With the support of a
UNDP small grant, all necessary documents were
prepared, as well as maps and the agreements of
local concordance for adding two sites of buffer

zone to the reserve. The proposal
was approved by relevant
authorities of the Republic of
Uzbekistan.  

Initial implementation of Econet in other Central Asian countries

Republic of Uzbekistan

ECONET

...The successful growth of the reintroduced
group of Bukhara deer in the valley of
Zarafshan in Uzbekistan is on-going... 
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A full set of activities on model Econet implementation started in 2009 in the Syrts (upland
plains) of Western Tian-Shan. During the first half a year, we initiated expansion of Sarytchat-
Ertashskii zapovednik, establishment of new buffer zones and a new national park called
Sarydjaz.  
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Kyrgyz Republic 

Turkmenistan
Opportunities for establishment of a real “Web of life” in Turkmenistan are great. However,

till now, instead of a full complex, only some single actions are implemented. They include
preparation of proposals on National Park establishment in Kopetdag, goitred gazelles
reintroduction, improving wildlife protection, which has caused a considerable population
growth of various ungulates, etc. 

ECONET

© Viktor Lukarevsky / WWF-Russia

©

Nikolay Kuznetsov /
WW

F-
Ru
ss
ia

©
Farida Balbak

ova

©
Viktor Lukarevsky / W

WF
-R

us
si
a

©
Viktor Lukarevsky / W

WF
-R

us
si
a

© Olga Pereladova / WW
F-R

uss
ia

©
O
lga Pereladova / WW

F-R
us
sia

©
O
lga Pereladova / WW

F-R
us
sia

©
Valentina Mar

och
kin

a

© Oleg Tsaruk



For Karatau argali it is, first and foremost,
the expansion of protected areas, strengthening
and coordination of activities to prevent poaching.
We hope that arrests of poachers will be a lesson
not only to themselves but to all who are just going
to try to get this beautiful rare animal. 

Similar measures are efficient for Bukhara
deer in southern Tajikistan – but not in the Syr
Darya valley, where it became extinct since 1962.
With the support of WWF-Netherlands from
2000, and since 2008 – with support from
MFA/WWF-Norway, we started
comprehensive measures to
restore this species, now
jointly with regional and
state authorities. During
the first release of the
deer, the regional
Department of hunting
and forestry and
regional and district
administrations took
joint anti-poaching
actions. And in January
2010 – all within the budget

of Kazakhstan – Forestry and Hunting Committee
ensured catch, delivery and release in the nature of
the additional group of animals.  Released animals
are adapting well to the wildlife. Now, future
releases are planned. 

New desert areas have recently been added to
the Tigrovaya Balka reserve, and they are
critically important for the sustainable
development and functioning of the entire
ecosystem. However, prior to protection of these
deserts, the areas had been used for grazing and

collection of fuel for the local needs. It led to
the degradation of the complexes of
herbaceous plants, and the complete
disappearance of saxaul
(Haloxylon) forests, which is a
very important component of
desert ecosystems and the most
valuable type of habitat of desert
animals, in particular, the
goitred gazelle. To restore them,
saxaul is now planted in the area.
The nature reserve now has an
opportunity to prepare the land,

using the tractor donated last year.

Care for delicate seedlings leads to intensive
growth – and already more than 80 ha of
plantations do not require care.

A lot of forests were illegally cut in
Kazakhstan in 1990s, when people were not

supplied by gas and needed fuel for
heating and cooking (temperatures in
winter can be minus 400 C in the
region!). Now the gas supply is
regular, economic situation has
seriously improved – and
there is a real chance for
forest restoration. Thus
we started planting
natural and most
valuable species in
their previous
habitats in order
to restore
riparian forests
of the Syr
Darya and
mountain

forests of
Karatau. 
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Besides protected area system development, model Econet implementation includes:

Special measures on flagship species and valuable ecosystems conservation and restoration. Some examples:

...New desert areas have recently been
added to the Tigrovaya Balka reserve,
and they are critically important for the
sustainable development and functioning
of the entire ecosystem... 

ECONET
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The WWF project analyzed the existing methods and management practices of
irrigation, grazing, other traditional nature resources use , and organized “farmers
schools”, “ biodiversity weeks” and other forms of raising awareness of local
communities on possibilities of better practices implementation. As the next step,
WWF announced a small grant programme (SGP) for farmers. The grants were
suggested to be given to those farmers and farmers' communities who are ready to
implement BMPs in irrigated cropping on their farms, to test various way of alternative
income generation, improving the ecological situation in the region. 

In Tajikistan, the first three winners of the small grant contest received grants to
implement water saving irrigation practices in the area surrounding the reserve, with
the help from the best experts in Tajikistan. In the second phase of the SGP, we
supported diverse projects aimed both at sustainable water use in agriculture,
alternative sources of energy use, and biogas production installation. 

In Kazakhstan over 40 representatives of NGOs, associations of farmers and
water users, scientific and environmental organizations that are actively dealing with
biodiversity and sustainable development have participated in the first two rounds of small
grants programme in the project area. Currently 12 projects are funded, including
development of models of sustainable grazing practices to avoid over-grazing near the
villages, valuable fish species conservation and their farming, which will decrease pressure
on wild populations, valuable local tree species nurseries, which will later be used for
natural forest restoration; greenhouses for medical plans to avoid their collecting in the
wild nature, local handicraft development for sale to tourists, as well as development of
national and environmental tourist infrastructure,  kids forestries, etc. 

Experts in the countries monitor the process of the SGP implementation, ecological
impact and economic benefits for the communities. To ensure broad involvement of
conservation methods in the life of local communities, leading experts help them revive
traditional approaches to nature use as well as introduce modern techniques, explaining
their advantages. The experience is shared with all other interested farmers during special
trainings – “Farmers schools” – now it is possible not just to tell how to save water in
irrigation, how to invent some alternative practices, but also to show it on practical
examples. As a result, spontaneous replication of successful models is already on-going
in the project areas. 

Best management practices (BMPs) implementation – involvement of local
communities into the process of sustainable management of nature resources
(in ecological corridors and buffer zones) – by different ways,  including a
system of small grants.

ECONET
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To make the ECONET a
true “web of life”, it is
important for people to
be aware of their
connection with
nature that surrounds
them. Although work
with adult population
is crucial, only
education of the
coming generation can
radically change the
treatment of nature. On
project areas, and, when
possible, in the whole Central
Asian region, WWF creates and supports kid’s
clubs and involves children in different nature
conservation activities. During the past years,
three kid’s WWF Friends Clubs were created in
Turkestan, in our project area in Kazakhstan. In
Tajikistan, children from different environmental
groups and Small Academy of Sciences have
presented their reports at the festival called
“Water is Tajikistan’s treasure”, organized by
OSCE, and works about the Tigrovaya Balka
Reserve were among the winners. In March,
winners represented their reports at the
International children’s forum in Turkey. 

New NGOs have been
established in Kazakhstan and
Kirgizstan, educational center of
Tigrovaya Balka zapovednik  and
its nine branches in the
surrounding districts, developed
in cooperation with OSCE, are
supported with various
equipment and education
materials. 

One of the forms of human
dimension activities is a special
festival called Biodiversity Week. 

It was held in Turkestan
district of
Kazakhstan on April
15-18, 2008. During
the Biodiversity
Week, local
communities took
part in a wide range
of activities: training
sessions, round
tables,
consultations,
meetings,
exhibitions,

contests, public actions, excursions. 
The participants of the Biodiversity Week

included schoolchildren and students, business
representatives and university professors,
international experts and NGOs, local and
national government officials.
The Biodiversity Week launched a small grant

programme, which allows active involvement of
local communities in the sustainable nature
management. 
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Ecological education / Capacity building 

ECONET

...Although work with adult population
is crucial, only education of the coming
generation can radically change the
treatment of nature... 
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By now  thousands of people (adults and children) have already participated in various
trainings and practical ecological actions – and therefore are aware of the importance of the
ecological problems and possible ways of solving them.

In Uzbekistan, where full scale Econet implementation is only being planned,
participants of kid’s clubs have grown up and organized a youth environmental movement.
It is very seriously involved in such issues as greening the projected oil development
projects in Karakalpakia. Kid’s clubs also continue activities in environmental education and
practical activities such as preparing winter food for deer.

Capacity building is important for various groups of people, so our projects pay
special attention to training of rangers, administrators and managers (e.g. water regulation,
forestry), as well as experience exchange of the project staff – on the regional and international
level.

ECONET
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Our vision and dreams for future38

First priority choice of the most valuable ecosystems:

Freshwater ecosystems: 
• wetlands (e.g. parts African – Euro-Asian migratory ways – sites of global
importance);
• riparian floodplain forests

High conservation value forests: 

• northern stripe pine forests;
• mountain forests (e.g. wild fruit, walnut, juniper);
• savannas and scrublands (pistachio, saxaul)

Grasslands: 

• deserts and semideserts;
• unique virgin steppes;
• mountain alpine steppes and meadows.

...Big cats – tigers, leopards – are symbols
of the peoples of  Kazakhstan and Central
Asia... Has it disappear forever?.. 
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Ecoregional flagship species:

Asian big cats: 
• Turanian (Caspian) tiger (extinct);
• cheetah (practically extinct from the wild);
• snow leopard;
• Persian leopard

Critically endangered /over-exploited ungulate species: 
• saiga;
• Bukhara deer;
• goitred gazelle;
• kulan;
• argali (various subspecies);
• Przewalskii horses (extinct from the wild)

Additional species of special interest:
• waterfowl birds, cranes, pelicans;
• houbara bustard;
• falcons;
• tortoise;
• sturgeons  (e.g. Caspian sea) and shovelnoses;
• Caspian seal

Central Asia used to be inhabited by tigers – Turanian, or
Caspian, but unfortunately, they became completely extinct
during the second half of the 20th century. Big cats – tigers,
leopards – are symbols of the peoples of Kazakhstan and Central
Asia... Has it disappear forever? As shown by the latest genetic
research of UK specialists, the Turanian tiger doesn’t have genetic
differences with the Amur tiger. A preliminary survey of some
potentially suitable tiger territories has shown that its habitats still
exist, and with special measures, they can become practically
optimal. So now it depends on us – will the tiger remain only in
the national epic, or again will actually live in the region. 
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WWF is one of the world’s largest and most experienced independent conservation organizations, with almost 5 million supporters 
and a global network active in more than 100 countries.
WWF’s mission is to stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony 
with nature, by:
- conserving the world’s biological diversity
- ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable
- promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.

WWF-Russia
19, bld.3 Nikoloyamskaya St.,
P.O. Box 3 109240 Moscow

Russia
Tel.: +7 495 727 09 39
Fax: +7 495 727 09 38 

russia@wwf.ru  

For additional information please contact:
Olga Pereladova, Head of WWF Central Asian Programme: opereladova@wwf.ru

WWF project coordinators in the countries:
Tajikistan: Svetlana Blagoveshchenskaja – blagosvetlana@mail.ru

Uzbekiastan: Yurii Chikin -chikinwwf@gmail.com
Kyrgyzstan:Farida Balbakova – f_balbakova@mail.ru

Kazakhstan: Tatiana Bragina – naurzum@mail.ru


