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System in Peril—

A Case Study of Six Siberian Nature Preserves

By David Ostergren

fter the collapse of the So-

viet .Union in 1991, the
Russian Federation inher-

ited a broad network of zapoved-
niki, which are strictly protected
nature preserves. In contrast to
North American wilderness, zapov-
edniki were created to conserve
biodiversity, monitor ecological con-
- ditions, and preserve natural areas for
scientific research. They can also pro-
vide conservation training, environ-
mental education, and knowledge
necessary for regional projects (Fed-
eral Law ... 1995; Sobolev et al.,
1995; Nikiforov 1995). Zapovedniki
are essentially wilderness areas with
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highly restricted access, dedicated for
- scientific research.

The concept of zapovedniki was proposed in 1908 G.A.
Kozhevnikov). Preserved for research, the natural areas are free
from all economic activity (Kozhevnikov 1908). Established in
1916, fluctuations in the size of the zapovedniki system reflect
changes in national preservation policy. Periodically, lagging
political support resulted in the elimination of some preserves
(Pryde 1977, Weiner 1988; Boreiko 1993, 1994). After each
reduction, the system recovered. It now contains 95 zapoved-
niki protecting approximately 76.5 million acres (31 million
hectares) (RCN 1997). Since 1991, the system has grown al-
most 40% (an unprecedented 26 zapovedniki were added). At
the same time, federal funding to each preserve was cut by 60—
80%. The governments inability to fund the system jeopar-
dizes one of the world’s finest protected area networks
(Grigoriew and Lopoukhine 1993; Krever et al., 1994).

Research Area

The six zapovedniki in this study represent the broad ecologi-
cal spectrum of Siberia, an area with an intense continental
climate featuring warm, moist summers and bitterly cold, dry
winters (Bonan and Shugart 1989). The research area stretches
about 3,000 kilometers from the Arctic Ocean to Mongolia,
roughly following the Einisei River drainage basin. Continu-
ous permafrost underlies the northern arctic tundra and ex-

tends discontinuously into the taiga, creating cool, moist soil
conditions and sphagnum moss bogs. The two northern
zapovedniki, Taimir and Putoransky, are within the Central-
Siberian physio-geographic region. To the south, mountains
rise to above 14,000 feet (4,000 meters) and the four zapov-
edniki, Altai, Stolby, Sayan- Shushensky and Katun are classi-

fied in the Altai-Sayansky mountain, physio-geographic region.

Ecosystems represented by the southern preserves include the
taiga, various forest types up to 5,500-6,000 feet (1,700-1,800
meters), some mountain steppe in the river valleys, hollows
and plateaus, and subalpine and alpine meadows to 9,100 feet
(2,800 meters) (Knystuatas 1987) (see Figure 1).

Methodology

Central Siberia is the location of the study’s zapovedniki. Until
1992, foreigners had been restricted from the area, and limited
information was available. Importantly, the six preserves se-
lected for study include three distinct historical time periods,
and have different landscapes, sizes, and biosphere reserve sta-
tus (see Table 1). This case study is primarily exploratory and
descriptive because of the considerable uncertainty that ex-
isted about program operations, goals, and results. Exploratory
studies also help identify questions and improve measurement
constructs used in later studies (GAO 1990). The research strat-
egy was to review the literature and travel to several zapovedniki
to develop questions and assess the study’s feasibility. Once
these steps were accomplished, site visits were used to collect
information from each zapovednik. The lack of preliminary
information limited the ability to hypothesize causal relation-
ships (Yin 1994).

Information was gathered through formal interviews, offi-
cial documentation, and passive observation. Structured, open-
ended interviews in Russian allowed each director to emphasize
the conditions and problems unique to their zapovednik. In-
terviews were recorded. Preliminary interviews were essential to
ensuring rapport and good communication These informal in-
teractions were several days prior to the formal interviews. They
were pre-arranged as local conditions allowed. With the excep-
tion of the Taimir Zapovednik each director was interviewed.

Documentation proved more difficult to acquire than in-
terviews because of the very limited access to copy machines.
The added problem of paper, ink, and electrical shortages ex-
acerbated the difficulties. Documentation included management
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