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• Saiga is a small antelope inhabiting steppe grasslands of 

Eurasia.  

• One of the most characteristic ungulates playing key role in 

steppe ecosystem.  

• Once extremely numerous and widespread but now surviving 

mainly in Kazakhstan, Russia, and Mongolia. 



Saiga conservation status  

Global 

• Critically Endangered (IUCN Red List 2018), de facto 

Endangered 

• CITES Appendix II + zero export quota 

• CMS Appendix II + MOU Saiga (2006) 

Kazakhstan 

• Hunting species with no 

permissions during 20 

years (moratorium) 

• Specially protected by  

criminal law 

• Specially defended against 

poaching (by governmental 

armed guards) 

Russia 

• Federal (since 2020) and 

regional Red Data Books 

• Specially protected by  

criminal law 

• Specially protected with 

protected areas (strict 

nature reserve and wildlife 

sanctuaries) 



• Isolated population with unsustainable long-term 
dynamics, 

• inhabiting the Volga-Ural watershed, 

• transboundary if the number becomes high. 

• Collapsed in 1997-2001 гг., rapidly growing after 
2010, and 
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Volga-Ural population of Saiga 

• reaches its 
historical 
maximum in 
2020-2021 
(545,000 
individuals). 

 



The map is elaborated by the Association for Biodiversity Conservation of Kazakhstan as part of the monitoring of Saiga carried out 
by Okhotzooprom RSE of Forestry and Wildlife Committee, RK Ministry of Environment, Geology, and Nature Resources 
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• Astrakhan, Volgograd, 
Saratov Provinces. 

• 8 municipal districts – all 
bordering with Kazakhstan. 

• 2000-2015 – occasional 
cross-border visits, then 
more often, and 2018-2021 
mass invasions. 

• 45,000 – 50,000 individuals 
in 2020, 10,000+ in 2021 (4-
5 times more than the Pre-
Caspian population 
number). 

Saiga moves into Russia 



• Over 80% is in the northern 
half of the region 
(Novouzensk, Aleksandrov 
Gai, northern part of 
Pallasovka Districts).  

• 7 relatively distinct areas of 
concentration. 

• May-June, to September; 
over winter in the south.   

• Mainly summering areas, 
partly (in south) wintering 
areas, and calving sites too. 

• Invasions mainly occurs 
during short-distance 
movements, not migrations 
between season 
concentration areas.  

Saiga moves into Russia  



I tried add a video here but not successful…  



Main drivers of Saiga invasions 

• Increasing Saiga population number in 
Western Kazakhstan. 

• Long-term trend of moving summer 
concentration places to NW, near to the 
RF/RK border 

• Drought (driving Saigas to look for 
ungrazed pastures and watering points). 

• Turning out by Kazakhstanian farmers 
pushing Saiga antelopes to cross border. 
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Conservation  

(and social) 

challenges 

1. Migration/movement 

barriers on the 

border. 

2. Poaching 

(specifically market-

driving one). 

3. Human/Saiga 

conflicts with 

farmers and stock-

breeders. 



Barriers: Border fences 
• Border fences are built for 

veterinarian reasons. 

• Barbed wire fences are 

almost over the whole 

length of the border in 

Astrakhan and Volgograd, 

• but in Saratov they are 

only locally (near some 

settlements and roads). 

• Fences can impede long-distance movement of Saiga. 

• Saigas were occasionally reported to be died on fences in 

different sites of the border (in all the three provinces). 

• But commonly Saigas can penetrate the ordinary fences 

without damaged itself. 



Poaching 
• Generally the challenge is (one 

of) the most important for the 
whole species and the Volga-
Ural population. 

• KAZ: Poaching is market-
driving and organized. 
Poachers kill annually several 
tens thousands antelopes from 
the Volga-Ural population (ca. 
90% not revealed). 

• RU: In Trans-Volga region, poaching is 100 times weaker (in 

terms of both the number of cases and relative number of killed 

Saigas) and completely not  market-driving. The poaching 

cases are revealed not every year (no one in 2020). 

• The only reason for the better situation – the border zone where 

the border guards control both illegal hunting and derivates 

trade as well as access of hunters and any outsiders. 



Saiga/Human conflicts 

Farmers believe that Saigas: 

• trample down and partially 

graze crops (specifically 

winter crops, safflower and 

sorghum),   

• trample down mowing 

grasslands (saz steppes and 

mixed perennial grass crops); 

• consume scarce water from 

ponds and watering points, 

impede livestock during 

watering; 

• can potentially become a 

transboundary vector of 

epizootic livestock diseases. 



• In 2020 dozens of farmers have 
been affected by mass movements 
of Saiga and then declared 
damages and losses.  

• At least 10 rural settlements 
(probably up to 16) in 6 municipal 
districts of two provinces were 
affected. 

 

Saiga/Human conflicts 

• Official assessment of damage was made for 13 farms only, 
almost all in Novouzensk District. It is ca. Rouble 13,000,000 
(1,000,000 per farm, in average). 

• Almost all the farms are small private ones and such loss is 
significant for them. 

• It resulted in social tenses, sometimes severe. As a rule, 
municipal authorities support their farmers (‘we were elected by 
people, not by Saigas’) while provincial authorities have 
different positions. 

 



• Conflict zone covers the 

northern half of the Trans-

Volga Saiga Region what 

correlated with human 

population density (ranging 

from 2.6 to 6.7 persons per 

km2), development intensity, 

and prevalent type of 

agriculture (indicated by 

percentage of arable land – 

from 5% to 73%). 

Saiga/Human conflicts 

• The conflict affects the most part of the Saiga sub-population. 

• The affected farmers try to protect their lands. They ought to act 

without killing Saigas but actually harm them with other ways.  

• Intensity of the Saiga/farmers conflict raised significantly 

in the climatic conditions of the multi-year drought. 



• Safety of Saiga in the region depends on attitude 
of the locals. 

• The attitude differs significantly in the northern 
and southern halves of the region. 

• South (no harm from Saiga): People tend to view 
the Saiga as predominantly positive, with friendly 
interest, do not expect them to be a trouble 
maker, and are ready to help them if necessary. 

• North (Saiga is/considered harmful): A negative 
attitude prevails, the Saiga is viewed as a 
natural disaster (‘like locust’) and people would 
like to be rid of it. 

Saiga/Human conflicts 



Trans-Volga Saiga sub-population is a 

principally transboundary phenomenon. 

• The scene is completely a borderland. 

• The population is transboundary. 

• All the specific features making the situation unique (as 
comparing with any other Saiga population or sub-
population) are results of closeness of the state border: 

− importance of wire fences as movement barriers; 

− no market-driving poaching and trade of derivates; 

− minor importance of poaching in general; 

− paramount importance of conflicts with farmers and stock-
breeders; 

− high importance of international (Russian-Kazakhstanian) 
collaboration for the Saiga movement regulation and Saiga  
protection. 



Potential conservation benefits 

• Russia takes a second population of a valuable red-listed wild 
ungulate and the Saiga national population number raises 4-5-
fold. 

• In distant future, raising number of Saiga east of Volga may 
lead to migration of some part of the antelope to the right bank 
of Volga, and thus will interrupt the long genetic isolation of the 
Pre-Caspian population. 

• Volga-Ural Saiga population gets an additional living space (in 
Russian territory), including some important habitats (water 
points, wintering and calving areas). 

• Safety of the Volga-Ural Saiga population potentially rises (due 
to living in two different jurisdictions). 

• There is a reason for establishing some new protected areas 
for conserving Saiga habitats in Russian Trans-Volga territory 
and strengthening and capacity building for existing protected 
areas. Thus we can improve protection of the whole steppe 
biome in Russia. 



Needs from the region’s view 

• Mitigate (if not resolve) the Saiga/Human conflicts: 
conservation insurance (of harm from wildlife), financing 
construction of safe fences to protect crops, indirect 
compensation to the affected farms and districts (e.g. 
improvement of water supply), new watering points specially 
for Saiga (to manage the Saiga movements), improvement of 
vet control and mass vaccination of livestock, etc. 

• To be extremely optimistic, change agricultural and land policy 
– to stop stimulating extensive land development and go to 
encourage raising effectiveness of agriculture. 

• Prevent the Saiga/Human conflicts in the southern part of the 
region: developing ecotourism and use Saiga as an important 
tourist destination, managing rangelands taking into account 
the Saiga needs. 

• Improve the network of territorial wildlife rangers (in both their 
personal number and equipment) 



International and interegional collaboraion 

• There is a legal framework for collaboration between 
Russian and Kazakhstanian conservation bodies (Inter-
Ministry Agreement on Saiga conservation) and such 
collaboration actually exists. 

• Nevertheless in new situation it needs significant 
improvement for becoming more operational and allows 
making decisions and works in real time (when large herds 
of Saiga move cross border) – it concerns both legal base 
and conservation management practice. 

• Immediate needs: making border fences safe and managing 
them, constructing new watering points, joint monitoring of 
the population (its number, structure, and movements), 
suppression of steppe fires in border zone. 

• And establishing transboundary protected area for Saiga 
conservation (transboundary Biosphere Reserve based on 
Elton Nature Park and Bokeiorda State Nature Reserve). 

• Collaboration between conservation bodies of neighboring 
Russian provinces almost absent while it is strongly need 
and should be established. 



Thank you for your attention 


