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This report concerns the state of the Ecological Networks in Russian Federation by 2003. As it has been mentioned in the previous reports on this matter, the Ecological Network of Russia (RUSECONET) is established in line with the Pan-European Biological and Landscape Diversity Strategy, basing on national legislation of the Russian Federation i.e. RF Constitution, Federal Act “On Protection of the Environment” (2002), Federal Act “On the Specially Protected Natural Areas” (1994), legislation regulating the use of natural resources. The legislation of the Russian Federation provides for principal opportunity to protect core areas, corridors and buffer zones. The Ecological Doctrine of the Russian Federation (2002) is important policy document, undertaking i.e. the development of The Natural Reserved Fund (Natural Lands Stock) on the base of the System of Specially Protected Natural Areas (SPNA) and another natural areas as well as improvement integrity of natural ecological systems by preventing their fragmentation. The Ministry of the Natural Resources of the Russian Federation implements the state policy of establishment of ecological networks in Russia, the Department of the Protected Areas and Biodiversity Conservation being its responsible division.

Practical work on creation of Integrated Territorial Systems of the Nature Conservation (TERKSOP in Russian abbreviation) had been started in 1970th as an implementation of the concept of geographical distribution of human population and productive forces and taking into account conservation and recreational purposes at regional scale. In line of territorial conservation its objective was to plan the set of Protected Areas (PA) representing the diversity of ecosystems and species. TERKSOPs were planning policy documents in some cases having been part of the regional General Plans. After improving such an approach by the concepts of Island Ecology, Landscape Polarisation, and Protected Areas System projects of ecological networks of modern type began to be developed from the 1990th. 

The core of the RUSECONET methodology is a linkage between native biodiversity, natural heritage, and sustainable development. The main target object of the RUSECONET is the natural backbone – functionally integral complex of natural communities and areas keeping its ability for self-regulation due to its large size and ecological links between its components. Core areas are considered to be of highest importance (so called Nodes of the ecological network) if there are natural communities able to self-regulation in such areas. An essential condition of the ability of the natural community to self-regulation is co-adaptation of species filling up all kinds of ecological niches within community and being able to replace one another when their populations fluctuate in size. This is a property of low disturbed natural communities with high level of the native biodiversity marked by presence of aboriginal rare species vulnerable to human impact.

Sometimes environmental conditions favourable for one of several similar rare species accidentally spring up on the transformed areas. It may occur if impacts of changed environmental characteristics compensate one another. However if rare species essentially differ between itself by its environmental requirements, so negative impacts of changed environmental factors on each species compensate one another when the degree of deviation of each factor from optimal would be particular for each species. For this reason several rare species with essentially different ecological positions can jointly inhabit only under conditions corresponding to the natural community, all these species having been co-adapted to which during long-term co-evolution. Taking it into account the presence of rare species filling in ecological niches through all range of biotic and abiotic conditions within ecosystem is considered as criterion of sound biotic component of this ecosystem.

The size class of an area that viable species population needs is one of just mentioned conditions. Habitats of rare species of highest size classes and trophic levels (large raptor birds and carnivorous mammals) are practically inhabited by rare species of lower size classes and trophic level (middle size and small vertebrates, invertebrates, plants, and so on), so biota at whole is able to self-regulation. For example, in the Central Russian plain such a situation may be possible on an area of at least 13 thousand hectares under conditions of keeping ecological links with other similar areas. This fact allowed developing convenient but not expensive method of preliminary revelation of core areas by map analysis very useful on the regional and larger scales. Due to such a method field investigations if they are still necessary become very effective and so not expensive too. 

The component “Protected Areas” of the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) Project “Conservation of Biodiversity in Russian Federation” being managed by the Ministry of Natural Resources of the Russian Federation includes the development of the RUSECONET principles on the federal level and implementation of several model regional ecological networks within regions with crucial and high fragmentation of the natural landscapes.

The Ecological Network of the Central Russian plain (NGO programme “Heart of Russia”) is the most developed in Russia. Biodiversity Conservation Center (BCC) and Geoecology Institute Ltd. in collaboration with its regional partners designed Draft Ecological Network of the Central Russian plain (Kaluga, Moscow, Ryazan, Smolensk, Tver, Tula, Vladimir, Yaroslavl oblasts and Moscow City) by 2003. There are more then 2 thousand protected areas within this region currently. More of them are of regional importance, they have no specific administrations and special ranger staff no more. We assessed the state of PA in Moscow oblast being the most populated within the region. Target objects are in a satisfactory state within 126 PA from 146 assessed ones. So even in populated regions the main function of PA is to regulate business activity. This may be realised through appropriate management, even without physical protection by rangers.

Oblast level projects carried out by local organisations and experts are crucial for the success of The Heart of Russia programme. Gradostroitel Ltd. and Geoecology Institute Ltd. developed the more detailed project of the Ecological Network of the Moscow oblast by order of the Moscow oblast Government in 2001. This document is used for decision-making in territorial planing within Moscow oblast. Several district econets have been developed in its turn by order of rayon administrations.

Ryazan State Pedagogical University in collaboration with BCC compiled Cadastre of PA of the Ryazan oblast in 1995-2003 by order of the Ryazan oblast administration. In fact this document contains data on the regional econet. Local activists take care of several regional PA. They formed the Network of Natural Heritage Guardians in the year 2000.

Regional administration of Protected Areas under State committee on Ecology for the Oriol oblast compiled the project of the Econet of Kaluga, Oryol, and Bryansk oblasts in1998-1999. This project main structure is the large natural tract including “Orlovskoye Polesie” and “Ugra” national parks, and “Bryansky Les” and “Kaluzhskye Zaseki” zapovedniks. Subsequently Russian Programme Office of the World Wide Fund for Nature (RPO WWF) developed more detailed econet project of this territory.

Centre for Volga-Ural Econet (Togliatti City) co-ordinates the “Volga-Ural Econet” programme, being in realisation within Republic of Bashkortostan, Samara oblast, and Republic of Tatarstan since 1996. At the same time RPO WWF realises the project of the South Ural econet. Institute of Steppe (Ural branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences) works on econet project for the Orenbourg oblast.

BCC and Volgograd branch of the Russian Academy of Ecology developed the project of the Econet of the Low Volga Region (Astrakhan and Volgograd oblasts, Kalmyk Republic) in 1998-2000. At the same time BCC and State Committee on Ecology of Nizhnyi Novgorod oblast with assistance of the Dront Eco-centre developed the project of the Econet of the Volga-Viatka Region (Nizhnyi Novgorod and Kirov oblasts, Republic of Mary El, Republic of Mordovia, and Chuvash Republic). State committees on ecology for eight republics and oblasts mentioned in this paragraph adopted corresponding parts of econet projects. 

State Committee on Ecology of Nizhnyi Novgorod oblast, Dront Eco-centre, and Nizhnyi Novgorod branch of the Russian Bird Conservation Union had begun to establish Econet of the Nizhnyi Novgorod oblast several years before and currently effectively develop it further. Draft Econet of Nizhnyi Novgorod oblast is taken into account when ecological assessment is carried out. Biodiversity Conservation Action Plan for Nizhnyi Novgorod oblast envisages establishment of the ecological backbone on the 20 % of the total oblast size, i.e. further increase of PA up to 12 % of the total oblast size. Other part of the econet is expected to be kept without PA creation. Nizhnyi Novgorod branch of the Russian Bird Conservation Union take care of several natural sites of high conservation value applying of the Network of Important Bird Areas Guardians.

The Institute of Urbanistic has included Econet of the Chuvash Republic into the District Development Plan of the Chuvash Republic in 2002.

Rosgiproles Institute compiled with our contribution the scheme of the Natural Backbone of the Volga basin in 1998. Unfortunately, this scheme has not been realised, may be because of the short time and poor resources of the project made impossible development of the detailed plan. The same comment apparently is related to the pilot project of the establishment of the Pan-European Ecological Network within European Russia, has been fulfilled by IUCN European Programme.

RPO WWF long-term conservation projects for Altai-Sayany ecoregion (Republics of Altai, Tyva, and Khakassia, south parts of Altyai and Krasnoyarsk krays, east part of the Kemerovo oblast) and Russian Far East (Amur oblast, Primorsky and Khabarovsk krays) expect to establish econets too.

The best experience shows expediency to refocus on the development of the integrated regional systems of environmental planning and management from the formal declaration of protected areas. Surely, the last is very advisable but in some situations impossible! Nonetheless, territorial or sectoral development plans may ensure the prevention from natural area destroying.

For the year 2005 the Ecological Backbone of the Russian Federation (RUSECONET) should be established as an important priority system for conservation policy in territorial development. It should be co-ordinated and supervised on the federal level but planned, developed, and managed by regional and local authorities in collaboration with PA administrations, experts, NGOs, land users, and local communities.

Taking into account the role of the natural communities of the Northern Eurasia in ensuring Pan-European ecological stability, the establishment of the RUSECONET should be significant part of the East-West Pan-European Environmental Partnership for Sustainable Development.
RUSECONET establishment should occur to natural bioregions, relatively homogeneous on the biota structure and composition/ as well as on the natural processes. The human impact on environment in Russia is unevenly distributed across the country. The north and north-eastern regions of European Russia, the Northern Ural, the north and central Siberia, and the Far East have an extensive continuum of little-disturbed natural communities, known as the Great Euro-Asian Nature Backbone. In our opinion, the Great Euro-Asian Natural Backbone should be recognised the main complex object of the Northern Eurasia Ecological Network and unique Natural Heritage Site. 

Greenpeace Russia, World Resources Institute, Socio-Ecological Union, BCC, and its colleagues by Global Forest Watch initiative carried out in 1999-2002 distant revelation of the intact forest landscape within the Great Euro-Asian Natural Backbone. These researches showed that the human impact on these territories has drastically increased during the last years. The revealing of key natural areas and conditions of the natural backbone integrity, developing projects of PA system, and submitting them to decision-makers is expedient there, as a minimum. 

The important interregional task is improvement (or restoration) of ecological linkages of the Great Euro-Asian Natural Backbone and large natural tracts in East and Central Europe and in Asia. For example, Trans-Ukrainian Galytsko-Slobozhansky Corridor (GEF Project “Biodiversity Conservation in the Trans-frontier Galytsko-Slobozhansky Corridor”) should be extent on the East at least up to forest tracts of the North of the Tambov Oblast or the Republic of Mordovia.

Many natural and semi-natural areas of Russia correspond by its natural characteristics to various criteria of the core areas of the Pan-European Ecological Network (i.e. Emerald Network, European Diploma, biogenetic reserves, and so on). However, its actual conservation status or other circumstances block its nomination. We propose to establish corresponding “shadow lists” for appropriate cases as a possible priority for international co-operation in conservation status improvement of natural areas of high value.

In regions, where landscape fragmentation threats or already destroyed natural backbone (Middle and Southern Russian plain, Western Siberia, Middle and Southern Ural, Caucasus) it is necessary to ensure preservation not only of key natural areas, but buffer and transitional (“corridor”) areas too, as well as to restore lost natural communities if appropriate – as still it should be possible of course. 

The network of the non-governmental organisations and consulting groups, experts and activists, should be generated for public support of an ecological backbone. 

Further RUSECONET development should lead to establishment of a system of differentiated land use embracing all the natural and semi-natural areas, where each natural spot is charged by comprehensive conservation/management/exploitation rules taking into account all its natural values in line with its position within the natural backbone.

