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The need for determining and recording the most important wetlands as waterfowl 
habitat was realized in the former USSR in the late 1960s. The 1968 Second National 
Workshop on Wildfowl Resources laid the groundwork for a long running national 
inventory programme. Two papers presented at this workshop were primarily 
responsible for the development of inventory methodology. Professor Yu.A. Isakov 
presented his wetland classification, which is still used, with some modification, by 
Russian wetland experts. This is a four-level hierarchical system with 52 units at the 
lowest level. The workshop approved the standard methodology for site description 
proposed by E. Taurinsh. The results of several pilot projects on wetland inventory were 
presented by V.G. Vinogradov, V.G. Krivenko, G.B. Krivonosov, and S.M. Uspensky. 
The purpose of wetland inventory studies was understood as the collection of 
information on all important waterbird habitats to provide a tool for the protection and 
management of waterfowl populations at different stages of their life cycle. 
 
Based on the results of wetland inventory activities carried out in the 1970s, Prof. Isakov 
compiled a list of 12 internationally important wetlands, which were designated for the 
Ramsar List when the USSR joined the Ramsar Convention in 1975. In 1976, the 
Research Institute for Nature Conservation was assigned to coordinate wetland 
inventory work in the country, which was divided into 33 regions. A network of regional 
coordinators was established to organize surveys and collect the results in each region. 
Nationally, these activities were coordinated by Dr. N.N. Skokova and (from 1979) 
V.G.Vinogradov. By 1983, information on 204 sites was collected following a standard 
datasheet format, and published in concise form in 1986 (Skokova & Vinogradov 1986). 
 
In the late 1980s, the wetland inventory activities were slowed down through the lack of 
funding and were carried out only in a few locations, such as southern Krasnoyarsk 
Territory, Tuva, and Lower Volga. In the early 1990s, after the break-up of the USSR, a 
new phase of national wetland inventory was started. The IWRB Project on Russian 
Wetland Inventory was implemented from 1994-1996. Under this project, a wetland 
inventory manual was developed (Krivenko & Vinogradov 1995) and circulated by the 
Federal Ministry of Environment to all local conservation authorities. The status of 
existing wetland inventories was evaluated, new targets and priorities established. 
Wetland inventories, carried out on a large scale through the 1990s, covered not only 
important waterbird habitats but also extensive peatland areas, steppe wetlands and other 
wetland types that had not been adequately represented in the national list of protected 
wetlands. Support to these activities was provided by the Ramsar Bureau, the European 
Union TACIS programme, and particularly by the Wetlands International Russia 
Programme launched in 1997 with funding from the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, 



Nature Management and Fisheries. Substantial funds were allocated for on-site studies 
from the Russian federal and local budgets.  
 
In 1997, the publication of Wetlands in Russia series was started within the Wetlands 
International Russia Programme. The first three volumes of the series published in 
Russian and English versions within four years have summarized available information 
on Wetlands of International Importance (Vol. 1, 35 existing Ramsar sites), on important 
peatlands (Vol. 2, 51 sites), and on wetlands that were selected for the Ramsar Shadow 
List (Vol. 3, 166 sites). The compilation of the Shadow List was preceded by an 
extensive phase of methodological development, including the formulation of criteria for 
site selection and delineation, natural zoning for the purpose of wetland inventory, and 
evaluation of the current condition of wetland ecosystems, threats, and opportunities for 
wetland conservation and wise use. A total of 31 natural regions were identified within 
the Russian Federation, based on major wetland characteristics and distribution patterns. 
Volume 3 contains maps and detailed descriptions of each region presenting wetland 
types found within the region, major threats, and current status of conservation 
activities, and is identifying priority objectives and actions needed at regional level. The 
selected 166 sites total nearly 44 million ha in area and represent 33 out of 42 wetland 
types identified by the Ramsar Classification System for Wetland Type. 
 
In 2001, the compilation of detailed wetland inventories of major natural regions of 
Russia was started. The fourth volume of the Wetlands in Russia series contains 
descriptions of 37 wetlands, with a total area of c.3.7 million ha, located in northeastern 
Asia. The fifth volume providing information on southern far-eastern wetlands is being 
finalized. The sixth volume will present all available information on the southern part of 
European Russia. The collection of data and publication of regional inventories will be 
continued. 
 
All published and unpublished information is stored in the National Wetland Database. 
This is a data management system built on a computerized database using Microsoft 
Access, which is based on standard Ramsar datasheets. This database is linked to the 
ArcView map database providing two levels of analysis: at 1:1,000,000 and 1:250,000 
scale. Information stored in the database will be made available online in the near future 
at www.wetlands.ru. 
 
The national wetland inventory is far from completed. Considering the prospects for 
further inventory studies, the following aspects are worth mentioning: 
 
Most inland wetlands of northern Eurasia were formed under conditions of a continental 
climate with considerable fluctuations of flooding and temperature during alternating 
hot-dry and cool-humid periods (Krivenko 1991). The ecological features of wetlands 
and their role in supporting biodiversity changed accordingly. Many wetlands, especially 
in the steppe region, dry out completely when the level of flooding is low and restore 
their ecological character during humid years. Native populations of waterbirds in these 
areas have adapted to the variable environmental conditions and make regular 
movements between wetland sites which are of importance for them at different stages 
of the climatic cycle. As one example, the floodplains of small rivers and watershed 
peatlands in northern Siberia, which are almost lifeless during dry years, host immense 
populations of waterbirds moving there from the valleys of large rivers flooded for long 
periods in humid years.  
 



The compilation of an inventory of these wetlands meets specific difficulties in wetland 
classification and site delineation. In addition to referring wetlands to particular types 
under the adopted classification and describing their current features, it is necessary to 
provide information on the wetland dynamics during historical time. Changes in the 
distribution of waterbirds and other wetland-related species, and changes in land use that 
have occurred over time should be considered as well. This requires special, time-
consuming inventory and description techniques and financial resources. However, this 
seems to be the only way for the Russian inventory to provide an adequate basis for 
planning the wise use and conservation of wetlands, including the development of a 
protected wetlands network.  
 
Priority areas for future inventory studies include the lowland tundra, taiga peatlands, 
forested steppe and steppe regions. The Asian part of Russia in general, and specifically 
the steppe lake systems in western Siberia, have received so far little attention. Aerial 
surveys are needed to cover extensive sparsely populated wetland areas. Unfortunately, 
the small AN-2 planes that were often used in the past for census work are no longer 
available, and the cost of using helicopters is very high. Governmental funds provided 
for nature conservation are gradually decreasing. Admittedly, the probability of 
successful implementation of a detailed wetland inventory programme under current 
circumstances has to be regarded as very small. 
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