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 1. Introduction  

 
Four sturgeon species were reviewed for SRG 51 (Table 2), selected based on the Analysis of the 
European Community and candidate countries’ annual report to CITES. Originally only the main exporting 
countries over the period 2004-2008 were included in each review. However, in order to consider 
trade from the Caspian Sea region as a whole, the SRG requested that the Russian Federation also be 
included in the review. Hence this report includes the information presented for these species at 
SRG 51 (updated where necessary), along with a review of the species’ status and trade in the Caspian 
Sea region of the Russian Federation. 
 
 Table 2. Species included in this report, along with their reason for selection. 

Reason for species selection 

Reviewed for SRG 51  
(with updated version 
included in this report) Reviewed for this report 

Acipenser gueldenstaedtii High volume of trade to EU in 2007 Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan Russian Federation 

Acipenser persicus High volume of trade to EU in 2007 Iran 
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
Russian Federation 

Acipenser stellatus 

High volume of trade to EU in 2007 
(but overall decrease in wild-sourced 
trade 1998-2007) Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan Russian Federation 

Huso huso At request of the SRG Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan Russian Federation 

 

Overview of Acipenseriformes of the Caspian Sea Basin 
 

The four species under review (Acipenser gueldedstaedtii, A. persicus, A. stellatus and Huso huso) are 
sturgeons of the family Accipenseridae, occurring in the Caspian Sea Basin, which is bordered by 
Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and the Russian Federation (Figure 1). All four species 
are anadromous, i.e. they spend most of their life at sea but migrate into river systems for 
reproduction (Bemis and Kynard, 1997; Pikitch et al., 2005). 

These species are highly prized for their meat and unfertilized roe (caviar), traded both legally and 
illegally (Speer, 2000; Carocci, 2004; Ludwig, 2008; Engler and Knapp, 2008). The majority of global 
trade in caviar is wild-sourced, although trade in caviar from aquaculture operations is increasing 
(Engler and Knapp, 2008). 

Wild sturgeon populations have declined substantially over recent decades 
(Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; Ivanov et al., 1999; Khodorevskaya and Krasikov, 1999; 
Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Pikitch et al., 2005; Pourkazemi, 2006; Khodorevskaya et al., 2009). The 
latest IUCN Red List Assessment, published in March 2010, classified all four species under review as 
Critically Endangered (IUCN, 2010). It was reported that “Eighty five percent of sturgeon […] are at 
risk of extinction, making them the most threatened group of animals on the IUCN Red List” (IUCN, 
2010). 

Sturgeons continue to be threatened from a variety of factors such as overexploitation, poaching and 
illegal trade, habitat destruction and environmental degradation (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; 
Ivanov et al., 1999; Speer, 2000; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Williot et al., 2002; Pourkazemi, 2006; 
Graham and Murphy, 2007; IUCN, 2010). Fluctuations in water levels in the Caspian Sea and 
consequent changes in salinity also impact sturgeon stocks (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; 
Williot et al., 2002). 

Poaching and illegal trade were widely considered to have increased following the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; Carocci, 2004; Pikitch et al., 2005; Pourkazemi, 2006). 
Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “Since 1991, the abundance and biomass of both spawning 
parts of populations and the total stock of sturgeons in the Caspian Sea have been declining 
drastically due to the increasing intensity of poaching in areas of sturgeon foraging in the sea and 
rivers. […] Since 1999, both poaching and legal harvesting of sturgeons have been intensified.”  
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Figure 1. The Caspian Sea region. 

Pourkazemi (2006) stated that “If illegal catch and deterioration of the Caspian Sea continues at the 
same pace as presently experienced we will soon witness the extinction of sturgeon stocks in the 
Caspian Sea.” 

Speer (2000) reported that “Overfishing and poaching for the lucrative caviar market is perhaps the 
single biggest threat to sturgeon in the Caspian Sea region” and that “the illegal catch in the Caspian 
Sea and Volga River is estimated to be 6-10 times greater than the legal catch, and less than 15-
20 percent of the actual sturgeon catch is thought to be registered in official reports 
(TRAFFIC International et al., 2000).” 

TRAFFIC (2007) reported that “According to estimates by experts from the Caspian region, the annual 
illegal catch of sturgeons 2004–2006 for all Caspian States was around 10 000–12 000 t and in the 
Russian Federation it is estimated that 2700 t of sturgeons were caught illegally in the Caspian Sea in 
2004, equivalent to the production of around 550 t of caviar1. It is believed the majority of such caviar 
is absorbed by the domestic market rather than entering international trade. However, large seizures 
continue to take place in international trade: almost 14 t of illegal caviar was reported seized by 
European authorities, 2000–2005.2” 

The Commission on Aquatic Bio-resources of the Caspian Sea was formed in 1992 (with the 
membership of the Russian Federation, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and in 2001, Iran) to 
monitor and manage shared stocks of sturgeon and other Caspian Sea species (CITES, 2003; 
Pourkazemi, 2006). The Commission was responsible for setting annual sturgeon catch quotas for the 
former Soviet Union Caspian range states for many years (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 
Pourkazemi (2006) reported that this Commission was currently “the only official organization that 

                                                           
1 Based on data from the Caspian Research Institute of Fisheries, Astrakhan, Russian Federation. 
2 Based on seizures data reported by European governments to EU-TWIX (European Union Trade in Wildlife Information 
Exchange). 
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serves as a connecting link between bordering states in conducting joint research while making also 
decisions regarding the utilization, catch and export quotas on shared stocks including sturgeons.”  

All species of sturgeon and paddlefish have been listed in the CITES Appendices since 1998. CITES 
Resolution Conf. 12.7 (Rev. CoP14) Conservation of and trade in sturgeons and paddlefish recommends, 
amongst other things, that range States license legal exporters of specimens of sturgeon and 
paddlefish species and maintain a register of such persons or companies and provide a copy of this 
register to the Secretariat; Parties do not accept the import of caviar and meat of Acipenseriformes 
from shared stocks unless export quotas have been derived from catch quotas that are based on an 
appropriate regional conservation strategy and monitoring regime which is not detrimental to the 
survival of the species in the wild; Parties supply to UNEP-WCMC directly or to the Secretariat copies 
of all export permits and re-export certificates issued to authorize trade in caviar, no longer than one 
month after they have been issued, for inclusion in the UNEP-WCMC caviar trade database; and 
Parties implement the universal labelling system for caviar outlined in Annexes 1 and 2 and 
importing Parties not accept shipments of caviar unless they comply with these provisions. 

Legal trade is facilitated by a universal labeling system for all sturgeon caviar containers in domestic 
and international trade (containing details about the source and the country of origin of the caviar) 
(TRAFFIC, 2009) and the caviar database (maintained by UNEP-WCMC). 

A study in 2008 indicated that Kazakhstan and the Islamic Republic of Iran failed to comply with 
reporting requirements of Resolution Conf. 12.7 (Rev. CoP14), whilst Azerbaijan submitted copies of 
permits to UNEP-WCMC on a fairly regular basis and the Russian Federation, whilst not submitting 
any permit details since 2005, appears not to have exported caviar since 2005 either. The study also 
found that exporters of caviar consistently reported lowers levels of trade than that reported by the 
importers 1998-2006, with many instances of export quotas being exceeded in multiple years 
(including by Kazakhstan, Iran and Azerbaijan) (Engler and Knapp, 2008; UNEP-WCMC, 2008). 

Sturgeons of the Caspian Sea, Black Sea, Azov Sea and Amur River (including A. gueldenstaedtii, 
A. stellatus and Huso huso) were subject to the CITES review of significant trade process 2000-2006 
(actions summarised in SC54 Doc. 30.1).  

At a Caspian Fisheries Technical Workshop held in April 2008, it was agreed that a workshop should 
be held on assessment and monitoring methodologies used for shared stocks of Acipenseriformes 
species (CITES Secretariat, 2009). This workshop took place in November 2008 and concluded, 
amongst other, that:  

“…in order to be able to produce an assessment of the entire stocks, it is necessary that the 
collection of information, and namely the stock abundance estimates from trawl surveys, should 
cover the whole area of the stock distribution with a single methodology. Failure to comply with 
this requirement may bias the estimates in unknown ways. 

The Iranian methodology as described in the 2004 FAO review [(FAO, 2004)] is inappropriate for 
estimating TACs. The workshop recommends that all countries exploiting the stock should follow 
the same unified procedures. The methodology endorsed by the five Caspian states and currently 
applied by Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, the Russian Federation and Turkmenistan is an improvement 
compared to the method described in the 2004 FAO review. […] 

The Workshop recommends that two technical workshops for specialists be organised with FAO 
support: 1) Workshop on survey estimation methods for sturgeons of the Caspian Sea. This 
workshop will include both survey design and the analysis of the resulting data. 2) Workshop on 
the application of modern methods for stock assessment and TAC estimation for sturgeon species 
of the Caspian Sea.” (FAO, 2009) 

The future of Caspian sturgeon stocks has become highly dependent on the effectiveness of fisheries 
management and the control of poaching for illegal trade (Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Carocci, 2004; 
Abdolhay and Tahori, 2005; Pikitch et al., 2005; Pourkazemi, 2006). All four species under review are 
heavily dependent on stocking, with the contribution of natural reproduction to stock recruitment 
greatly diminished due to the loss of former spawning grounds, resulting from river flow regulation 
and dam construction (Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Pourkazemi, 2006). The traders Arya and Ahmad 
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Razavi (in litt. to UNEP-WCMC 25th January 2010) reported that recent export restrictions and a 
drastic cut in income from the caviar industry in Iran had hindered Iran’s ability to follow 
conservation practices and anti-poaching measures, and it no longer had the budget to release 
fingerlings (juvenile sturgeon) into the sea each year for stock enhancement. They also noted that as 
there was such a strong market demand for caviar, export restrictions were likely to encourage 
poaching and illegal trade. 

Carocci (2004) cautioned that whilst “aquaculture is gaining momentum as an alternative to sturgeon 
capture fisheries […] a decline in the demand for Caspian caviar may also entail negative 
consequences for employment in the Caspian sturgeon industry and, paradoxically, negative 
consequences for Caspian sturgeon stocks. […] Moving fishing effort away from the commercially 
exploited sturgeon species would lead to a reduction in investments in hatcheries and re-stocking 
programmes, which have been essential to preserve Caspian sturgeon stocks over time. […] Thus an 
effective global conservation programme for sturgeons is necessary to promote sustainable 
management of both wild and farmed sturgeon as complementary and not alternative options.” 

Following the most recent Red List Assessments, Dr Phaedra Doukakis from IUCN’s Sturgeon 
Specialist Group commented that “It’s time to seriously consider ending fishing in the Caspian Sea 
region and in other areas where species are classified as Critically Endangered” (IUCN, 2010). 

Overview of trade  

Trade data 1999-2008 were extracted from the UNEP-WCMC trade database. Additionally, direct 
exports 2009-2010 were extracted from the UNEP-WCMC caviar database, with data reported up 
until 14th April 2010. For the species reviews, the full versions of larger trade tables are given in 
Annex 1, with summary tables included in the main report. In the summary tables, trade volumes 
greater than 100 were rounded to the nearest whole number for ease of interpretation. 

Over the period 1999-2010, there was a decline in exports of wild-sourced caviar from all four species 
under review, both to the EU and globally (Figures 2-5), with total commercial exports from all range 
states under review (Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan and the Russian Federation) not exceeding three 
tonnes for any species in 2008 (N.B. the graphs show data as reported by the importers, whereas data 
reported by the exporters showed no commercial trade in 2008). Exports reported in the caviar 
database 2009-2010 amounted to very little and was all traded before February 28th 2009, hence it fell 
within the 2008 quota year (from 2008 onwards, export quotas for caviar and meat of 
Acipenseriformes run from 1st March to the last day of February the following year, CITES Resolution 
Conf. 12.7 (Rev. CoP14). None of the range states under review reported any trade for 2010. 

Global exports of wild-sourced meat also decreased over the period 1999-2008, with no exports 
reported by the range states in 2008, although Italy reported the import of 1500kg wild-sourced meat 
of Huso huso from Iran. 
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Figure 2. Global direct trade in Accipenser gueldenstaedtii caviar from Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan and the 
Russian Federation 1999-2010 (showing only wild-sourced commercial exports reported in kg, as reported by 
the importers).  

 

Figure 3. Global direct trade in Accipenser persicus caviar from Iran 1999-2010 (showing only wild-sourced 
commercial exports reported in kg, as reported by the importers).  
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Figure 4. Global direct trade in exports of Accipenser stellatus caviar from Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan and 
the Russian Federation 1999-2010 (showing only wild-sourced commercial exports reported in kg, as reported 
by the importers).  

 

Figure 5. Global direct trade in Huso huso caviar from Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan and the Russian 
Federation 1999-2010 (showing only wild-sourced commercial exports reported in kg, as reported by the 
importers).  
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REVIEW OF FOUR STURGEON SPECIES FROM THE CASPIAN SEA BASIN 
 

ACTINOPTERYGII ACIPENSERIDAE 
 

SPECIES:    Acipenser gueldenstaedtii 

 

SYNONYMS: Acipenser aculeatus, Acipenser macropthalmus, 
Acipenser medius, Acipenser pygmaeus, Acipenser rostratus , 
Acipenser tuecka 

 

COMMON NAMES: Ruska esetra (Bulgarian), Diamantsteur (Dutch), Azov-Black 

Sea Sturgeon (English), Danube Sturgeon (English), Kura 
Sturgeon (English), Osetr (English), Russian Sturgeon 
(English), Venäjänsampi (Finnish), Esturgeon du Danube 
(French), Esturgeon russe, Osciètre (French), Russischer Stör 
(German), Waxdick (German), Storioni (Greek), Vágo tok 
(Hungarian), Storione danubiano (Italian), Rysk stør 
(Norwegian), Jesiotr kolchidzki (Polish), Jesiotr krótkonosy 
(Polish), Jesiotr rosyjski (Polish), Esturjao do Danúbio 
(Portuguese), Esturjão-do-Danúbio (Portuguese), Nisetru 
(Romanian), Chernamorsko-azovskyi osetr (Russian), Djirim 
(Russian), Russkii osetr (Russian), Viziga (Russian), Esturión 
del Danubio (Spanish), Osetr (Swedish), Rysk stör (Swedish), 
Karaca (Turkish), Karaca baligi (Turkish) 

 

RANGE STATES: Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Georgia, Iran (Islamic Republic of), 

Kazakhstan, Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia, Turkey, 
Turkmenistan, Ukraine 

 

RANGE STATE UNDER REVIEW: Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Russian Federation 

 

IUCN RED LIST: Critically Endangered  

 

PREVIOUS EC OPINIONS: - 

 

TRADE PATTERNS: 

Azerbaijan: Exports of the species from Azerbaijan 1999-2010 mainly involved caviar but small 
quantities of meat were also traded. Since 2001, Azerbaijan has exported about 24 tonnes of wild-
sourced caviar (Tables 3 and 5), with about 49 per cent being imported by EU Member States, 
principally Germany and France. No EU imports were reported in 2006, when there was no quota, or 
2007 (Table 3). The caviar database showed that Azerbaijan exported 171.5 kg of caviar to the EU and 
1279.04 kg of caviar to non-EU countries January-February 2009, which fell within the 2008 quota 
year; there have been no reported exports from Azerbaijan since this time. Indirect imports to the EU 
amounted to very little in recent years, when the main supplier was Switzerland (Table 4). Direct 
imports by non-EU countries 1999-2010 are shown in Table 5, the main importers being the United 
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States and Switzerland. Annual export quotas have been established since 1999 and appear to have 
been exceeded in 2004 and 2005 (Table 6). 

Table 3. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii from Azerbaijan to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade involved 
kg of wild-collected material for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Term Reported by 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2008 Total 

caviar Importer 300 1350 1387 3065 4700 420 11221 

Exporter 300 1729 1730 2559 4722 675* 11714 

meat Importer 
       

 
Exporter 

  
788 

   
788 

*Includes exports in Jan-Feb 2009 from 2008 quota. 

 
 
Table 4. Indirect exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii originating in Azerbaijan to EU 27 between 1999 and 
2008. All trade involved kg of caviar for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Exporter Source Reported by 1999 2000 2002 2005 2007 2008 Total 

Japan W Importer 
   

33 
  

33 

  
Exporter 

       
Russian Federation W Importer 1943 2177 

    
4120 

  
Exporter 1943 2177 

    
4120 

Switzerland W Importer 794 
  

16.6 1897 387 3094 

  
Exporter 

   
2 1611 387 2000 

 
O Importer 40 

     
40 

  
Exporter 

       
United States W Importer 

   
5.5 

 
142 147 

  
Exporter 

  
9 5 

 
142 156 

Subtotals 
 

Importer 2777 2177 
 

55 1897 528 7435 

  
Exporter 1943 2177 9 7 1611 528 6276 
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Table 5. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii from Azerbaijan to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

bodies kg T W Importer 
        

171 
 

171 

    
Exporter 

           

 
- S W Importer 

   
10 

      
10 

    
Exporter 

           
caviar kg P I Importer 6 

         
6 

    
Exporter 

           

  
T W Importer 2 

 
2052 115 817 2178 1022 

 
2691 925 9801 

    
Exporter 

 
605 1747 117 1965 2224 1010 

 
2830 1710 12207 

meat kg T W Importer 
           

    
Exporter 

     
6676 

  
171 

 
6847 

specimens - S C Importer 
       

2 
  

2 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 

           

    
Exporter 

   
10 

      
10 

*Includes exports in Jan-Feb 2009 from 2008 quota. 

 

Table 6.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser gueldenstaedtii caviar in kg from Azerbaijan and global exports, 
reported by importer and exporter. 

 
1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 5900 - 3450 2770 4200 3780 3780 - 3360 3360 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 8  2352 1465 2204 5243 5744  2691 1344   

Reported by Exporter  605 2047 1846 3695 4783 5732  2830 2385*   

*Includes exports in Jan-Feb 2009 from 2008 quota. 
** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 

Iran (Islamic Republic of): Exports of the species from Iran 1999-2010 mainly involved caviar but 
quantities of meat, skins and swim bladders were also traded. Since 1999, Iran has exported about 
32.1 tonnes of wild-sourced caviar (Tables 7 and 9), with about 67 per cent being imported by EU 
Member States, principally France and Germany. No EU imports were reported in 2006 when there 
was no quota (Table 7), and the caviar database contained no reported exports 2009-2010. Indirect 
imports to the EU amounted to very little since 1999, the main supplier that year being Switzerland 
(Table 8). Direct imports by non-EU countries 1999-2010 are shown in Table 9, the main importers 
being Japan and Switzerland.  No exports to non-EU countries have been recorded since 2005 (Table 
9).  

Annual export quotas have been established since 1999 and appear to have been exceeded in 2002 
(according to exporters’ data) and 2003 (according to importers’ data). However the two-year total for 
2002-2003 reported by both importer and exporter is very similar to the sum of the quotas for those 
two years, so the apparent discrepancy may relate to year end trade and the quota may not have been 
exceeded (Table 10). 

The mean import prices (without tax) of A. gueldenstaedtii from Iran were reported to have increased 
from 558 US$ per kg in 2002 to 2406 US$ per kg in 2006 (Ludwig, 2008). 
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Table 7. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii from Iran to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade involved kg of wild-collected material for commercial purposes. See Annex 
for more details. 

Term Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2007 2008 Total 

 

caviar Importer 9993 5833 1236 1135 1531 743 119 271 73.557 20933 

 
Exporter 5759 4029 1108 1176 1510 524 

  
73.557 14180 

meat Importer 1297 180 
       

1477 

 
Exporter 2008 200 

       
2208 

 

Swim 
bladders Importer 35 

        
35 

  
Exporter 40 

        
40 

 

Table 8. Indirect exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii originating in Iran to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2005  Total 

caviar kg P O Importer 3.5 
   

3.5 

    
Exporter 

     

  
T W Importer 1090 2.735 

  
1093 

    
Exporter 

     

  
- O Importer 

     

    
Exporter 11.25 

   
11.25 

   
W Importer 

     

    
Exporter 1644 5.735 5 8.1 1663 

skins - T W Importer 8 
   

8 

    
Exporter 8 

   
8 

Subtotals  
   

Importer 1094 2.735 
  

1097 

(caviar) 
   

Exporter 1655 5.735 5 8.1 1674 
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Table 9. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii from Iran to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 Total 

caviar kg S W Importer 
   

2.5 
   

2.5 

    
Exporter 

   
2.5 

   
2.5 

  
T I Importer 

 
250 

     
250 

    
Exporter 

        

   
W Importer 6922 1705 665 762 596 249 209 11108 

    
Exporter 3294 2105 686 1185 186 62.305 58.621 7577 

meat kg T W Importer 247 66000 
     

66247 

    
Exporter 946 

      
946 

skins m T W Importer 
        

    
Exporter 45.893 

      
45.893 

  
T W Importer 155 

      
155 

 
Exporter 
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Table 10.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser gueldenstaedtii caviar in kg from Iran and global exports, 
reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 14000 52000* 3460 2100 1950 1755 1600 - 1000 1000 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 16915 7538 1901 1899 2127 992 328  271 74   

Reported by Exporter 9053 6134 1793 2364 1696 587 59   74   

*quota for both A. persicus and A. gueldenstaedtii, but “mainly A. persicus” (CITES Notif. No. 2000/053) 

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

Kazakhstan: Exports of the species from Kazakhstan 1999-2010 mainly involved caviar, but meat 
was also reported in trade. Since 1999, Kazakhstan has exported about 17.1 tonnes of wild-sourced 
caviar (Tables 11 and 13), but only about 23 per cent was imported by EU Member States, principally 
by Germany in 2005. The only direct imports to the EU occurred in 2004, 2005 and 2008 (Table 11) and 
the caviar database contained no reported exports 2009-2010. Indirect imports to the EU consisted of 
small amounts, the main suppliers being Switzerland, Turkey, United Arab Emirates and the United 
States (Table 12). Direct imports by non-EU countries 1999- 2010 are shown in Table 13, the main 
importers being the United States up to 2003 and the United Arab Emirates subsequently.  Annual 
export quotas for caviar have been established since 2000 and appear to have been exceeded in 2001 
(according to both importers’ and exporters’ data), 2002 (exporters’ data) and 2005 (importers’ data) 
(Table 14). Exports of meat are also subject to quotas but these do not appear to have been exceeded 
(Table 15). 

Table 11. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii from Kazakhstan to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade involved 
kg of wild-collected caviar for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Reported by 2004 2005 2008 Total 

Importer 300 3070 555 3925 

Exporter 900 
 

555 1455 

Table 12. Indirect exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii originating in Kazakhstan to EU 27 between 1999 and 
2008. All trade involved kg of wild-collected caviar for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2005 2008 Total 

Importer 61.8 856 6.8 10.03 3 628 354.136 1920 

Exporter 60 997 18 24 3 718 354 2175 
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Table 13. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii caviar from Kazakhstan to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

caviar kg P I Importer 
       

0.5 
  

0.5 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 

    
1 

     
1 

    
Exporter 

           

  
T I Importer 

 
3.53 

 
0.03 283 

   
239 

 
526 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 44 3269 3818 3226 143 953 841 

 
325 97.665 12716 

    
Exporter 

 
3728 3838 5150 1758 973 

  
550 91.370 15998 

meat kg T I Importer 
   

0.005 
      

0.005 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 

   
4150 832 

     
4982 

    
Exporter 

 
20000 

 
4150 29600 

  
10000 4800 

 
68550 

specimens 
 

S W Importer 
           

    
Exporter 

   
20 

      
20 

Subtotals (caviar) 
kg 

  
Importer 44 3273 3818 3226 427 953 841 0.5 564 97.665 13243 

   
Exporter 

 
3728 3838 5150 1758 973 

  
550 91.370 15998 
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Table 14.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser gueldenstaedtii caviar in kg from Kazakhstan and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 7700 3200 4880 4620 3204 3100 - 3270 3270 0* 0* 

Reported by Importer 3269 3818 3226 144 1253 3911  325 653   

Reported by Exporter 3728 3838 5150 1758 1873  550 646   

* No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

Table 15.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser gueldenstaedtii meat in kg from Kazakhstan and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 49000 20900 22350 30350 30350 20000 - 21000 21000 0* 0* 

Reported by Importer   4150 832      

Reported by Exporter 20000  4150 29600 10000 4800    

* No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 
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Russian Federation: Exports of the species from the Russian Federation mainly involved caviar, but 
live eggs and small quantities of live specimens and bodies were also traded. Since 1999, the Russian 
Federation has exported about 60.1 tonnes of wild-sourced caviar (Tables 16 and 18), with about 49 per 
cent being imported by EU Member States, principally Germany and France. There have been no 
exports of wild-sourced caviar since 2004, and no exports of any kind since 2006 (Table 16). Likewise,  
the caviar database contained no reported exports 2009-2010. There have been no indirect imports of 
caviar to the EU since 2004 (Table 17); between 1999 and 2004 the main suppliers to the EU were 
Switzerland, the United Arab Emirates and the United States.  Direct imports by non-EU countries 1999-
2010 consisted mainly of caviar and live eggs (Table 18), the main importer being the United States, 
which imported >80 per cent of the caviar. Annual export quotas have been established for caviar and 
meat (Tables 19 and 20), but do not appear to have been exceeded. 

According to an analysis of caviar seizures in the EU 1999-2007 (using data recorded in the EU-TWIX 
database), the main country of origin for caviar seizures was the Russian Federation at 445 kg 
(Engler and Knapp, 2008). The majority of seized caviar did not have information to the species level, 
but “Of the 5% of caviar seizures by mass for which these data were available, the most frequently 
seized caviar products were derived from H. huso, followed by A. stellatus and A. persicus” 
(Engler and Knapp, 2008).  
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Table 16. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii from the Russian Federation to EU 27, 1999-2010.  See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2006 Total 

bodies - Q W Importer 
        

    
Exporter 

 
1 

     
1 

egg (live) kg S C Importer 
        

    
Exporter 7.5 

      
7.5 

   
F Importer 

        

    
Exporter 0.8 

      
0.8 

  
T C Importer 

  
2 

  
6.5 

 
8.5 

    
Exporter 1 

 
31.5 

    
32.5 

   
F Importer 

 
4 

     
4 

    
Exporter 3 11.5 

     
14.5 

   
W Importer 

        

    
Exporter 2 

      
2 

 
- T C Importer 

  
3 

 
150000 

  
150003 

    
Exporter 

        caviar kg T C Importer 1.5 
  

2 7 1 
 

11.5 

    
Exporter 

        

   
O Importer 225 

      
225 

    
Exporter 

        

   
W Importer 11296 5965 3257 4785 2796 1150 

 
29249 

    
Exporter 12163.627 3484.79 977.102 

    
16626 

  
- I Importer 

  
88.031 

    
88.031 

    
Exporter 

        

 
- T C Importer 

      
2 2 

    
Exporter 

        live kg T C Importer 
     

1 
 

1 

    
Exporter 

        

 
- Z C Importer 

    
6 

  
6 

    
Exporter 

        Subtotals kg 
  

Importer 11522 5965 3345 4787 2803 1151 2 29575 
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Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2006 Total 

(caviar) 

   
Exporter 12164 3485 977 

    
16626 

 

Table 17. Indirect exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii originating in the Russian Federation to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 Total 

caviar kg T O Importer 895 
      

895 

    
Exporter 330 

      
330 

   
W Importer 4787 1268 20 

  
929 

 
7004 

    
Exporter 2009 66 18.3 

  
200 

 
2293 

  
- O Importer 

        

    
Exporter 39.995 0.041 

     
40.036 

   
W Importer 

        

    
Exporter 2509 1240 

  
808 917 

 
5475 

live - T C Importer 
 

4750 
  

65205 96858 26000 192813 

    
Exporter 

   
8000 59000 59000 51000 177000 

Subtotals 
(caviar) 

kg Importer 5682 1267 20 
 

929 929 
 

7899 

Exporter 4888.439 1306.041 18.3 807.82 1117.466 1117 
 

8138 
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Table 18. Direct exports of Acipenser gueldenstaedtii from the Russian Federation to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2008. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

egg (live) kg S C Importer 
           

    
Exporter 10 

         
10 

  
T C Importer 

 
11 26 

 
1 

    
20 58 

    
Exporter 

  
48.3 

       
48.3 

   
F Importer 

 
3 

        
3 

    
Exporter 

 
69.5 

        
69.5 

   
W Importer 

 
14 

        
14 

    
Exporter 

           

  
- - Importer 

 
1.5 2 

       
3.5 

    
Exporter 

           

 
- T C Importer 

   
220000 

 
150000 

    
370000 

    
Exporter 

           caviar kg P I Importer 
 

1.72 
  

0.339 0.453 0.791 0.057 
  

3.36 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 

       
0.085 0.226 

 
0.311 

    
Exporter 

           

  
T I Importer 713 688 3499 928 

  
1.13 

  
2.13 5831 

    
Exporter 

           

   
O Importer 1944 

         
1944 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 8713 13855 5524 842 812 1118 

    
30863 

    
Exporter 12757 14856 10143 

       
37756 

live kg Q F Importer 
           

    
Exporter 

  
0.75 

       
0.75 

 
- T C Importer 

  
30000 

 
150000 

     
180000 

    
Exporter 

  
30003 

       
30003 

   
F Importer 

           

    
Exporter 

 
1 

        
1 

meat kg T I Importer 
 

144 
        

144 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 

 
354 

        
354 
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Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

    
Exporter 

 
21162 20000 

       
41162 

skin pieces kg P I Importer 
 

1 
        

1 

    
Exporter 

           specimens kg - W Importer 30 
         

30 

    
Exporter 

           Subtotals 
(caviar) 

kg 
  

Importer 11370 14545 9023 1770 813 1118 1.921 0.142 0.226 2.13 38642 

   
Exporter 12757 14856 10143 

       
37756.04 

 

Table 19.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser gueldenstaedtii caviar in kg from the Russian Federation and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 40000 
25090 
+8500i 

26300 
+2000* 28070 17200 14580 14000 0 20000 22619 0 0** 

Importer 22890 20509 12368 6557 3616 2269 1.921 0.142 0.226 
  

 

Exporter 24921 18341 11120 
        

 

* For the Sea of Azov 

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 

Table 20.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser gueldenstaedtii meat in kg from the Russian Federation and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

 
1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota - 75000 93000 100000 100000 100000 115000 - 100000 121555 0* 0* 

Importer 
 

354 
         

 

Exporter 
 

21162 20000 
        

 

* No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 
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TAXONOMIC NOTE:  

For a long period of time, Acipenser persicus was considered to be synonymous with 
Acipenser gueldenstaedtii (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Carocci, 2004; Moghim et al., 2006). The 
two species are sometimes combined in catch statistics and were combined for Iran’s 2000 caviar 
export quota (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

CONSERVATION STATUS in range states 

A. gueldenstaedtii was reported to be known from the Black Sea, Azov Sea and Caspian Sea basins 
(Hochleithner and Gessner 2001; Kottelat et al., 2009). The largest remaining population was reported 
to be the Volga–Caspian Sea stock (Vecsei, 2001) with the main feeding area in the north, although a 
winter migration to the central and southern areas was also reported (Barannikova et al., 1995 in: 
TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). A landlocked population was also reported to be present above 
the Iron Gates Dam on the lower Danube (Hensel and Holcík, 1997 in: Billard and Lecointre, 2001). 

A. gueldenstaedtii was categorized as Critically Endangered in the 2010 IUCN Red List 
(Kottelat et al., 2009), with the following justification:  

 “The species is now very rare in the Black Sea basin where almost all of the species' spawning 
sites have been lost due to dam construction, except in the lower Danube river where some 
spawning still exists (see Juvenile Spawning Index) but individuals are rare. The Caspian basin has 
lost 70% of spawning grounds since the 1950s mainly due to hydroelectric power stations; flow 
regulation of the Kuban has led to the loss of 140,000 ha and damming of the river Don removed 
68,000 ha spawning ground (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

The last natural population still migrates up the Danube and the Rioni (last recorded in Rioni in 
1999), where the sturgeons are heavily overfished and poached. The Caspian populations are also 
under massive pressure from overfishing and loss of spawning habitats. Almost all migrating 
spawners are poached below the Volgograd dam. The Ural river still has spawning individuals. 

It is estimated that the species' wild native population has undergone a massive population 
decline of over 90% in the past three generations (estimated at 45 years). This is based on the 
88.5% decline in global catches of the species in just 15 years despite large levels of stocking 
(average global catch from 1992-1999 was 1,531.75 tonnes; from 2000-2007 it was 175.37 tonnes), 
the 92.5% decline in estimated spawning stock biomass in the Volga from 1961-65 to 1998-2000, the 
88% decline in the average number of spawners entering the lower Volga from the 1962-75 average 
to the 1992-2002 average, and the decline in the Juvenile Production Index from Romanian 
Danube. 

This decline is predicted to continue as illegal fishing at sea, and in rivers, for caviar will soon 
result in the extinction of the remaining natural wild population. In the immediate future, survival 
can only depend on stocking.” 

The species was also considered to be Critically Endangered by Kottelat and Freyhof (2007). 

A. gueldenstaedtii stocks were widely reported to have decreased over recent decades 
(Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; Ivanov et al., 1999; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Pikitch et al., 2005; 
Kottelat et al., 2009) with artificial reproduction failing to compensate for stock losses caused by 
overfishing, pollution and other anthropogenic factors (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) reported that “For 20 years, from 1966 until 1985, the number of 
spawning fish harvested [from the Northern Caspian Sea] remained more than one million 
individuals. During that period, the catch was based on fish hatched between 1935 and 1961, before 
Volga River flow became regulated by dams. Beginning in 1978, the number of fish harvested 
decreased to 766 600 […] and their tonnage declined to 16 300 metric tons. The decline followed a 
sharp decrease in natural reproduction, because as much as 80% of the spawning grounds for Russian 
sturgeon became unavailable to the fish after the Volgograd Dam was built in 1958–1960. The number 
of individuals harvested from the 1959–1960 generations was 691 500–730 000, and that from the 
1965–1968 generations was 461 000–600 000.”  
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Ivanov et al. (1999) reported that the decline in A. gueldenstaedtii feeding in the Northern Caspian was 
reflected in the catch records: “About 0.67 pcs per tow were caught in 1991, 0.50 pcs per tow in 1993 
and only 0.47 pcs per tow in 1995 (equal to half the 1981-1985 values).” 

Billard and Lecointre (2001) reported that “In the northern part of the Caspian Sea the stocks are 
dramatically decreasing. The spawning stock of the Russian sturgeon was estimated by 
Zhuravleva and Ivanova (1999) to be 45,200 t (2,743,000 fish) in 1976–1980 compared with 7,000 t 
(355,000 fish) in 1991–1995. […] In an editor’s footnote from this paper it was stated that practically all 
Russian and stellate sturgeon migrating spawners in 1995 were harvested by poachers below the 
Volgograd Dam.” 

Vecsei (2001) cautioned that “The abundance of this species is sure to decline further, now that 
numerous hatcheries have closed due to the worsening of the economic situation. Available spawning 
grounds are limited in all watersheds because of dams. Pollution has also affected reproductive 
success of stocks. Many of the Volga spawning adults showed degenerative conditions and 
anomalities in gameto/gonadogenesis (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997).” 

Moghim et al. (2006) stated that “The CPUE [catch per unit effort] series in northern and southern 
Caspian Sea provides overwhelming evidence of over exploitation of […] Russian Sturgeon.” 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) gave the following information on distribution and abundance: 

In 1978 the highest concentrations of these fish were recorded in coastal waters between the 
northern tip of Uch-Kosa spit and the area of Makhachkala (up to 2.7 ind./10,000 m3) and also in 
the drop-off zone of the Derbent Deep (1.5-2.0 ind./10,000 m3). The density of their winter 
aggregations in the central and southern parts of the sea decreased by 1992, but its peak values 
remained fairly high: 1.5 ind./10,000 m3 at the southeastern tip of Chechen’ Island and 
2.88 ind./10,000 m3 20 miles southeast of Gryaznyi Vulkan spit. 

The general distribution pattern of Russian sturgeons in 1994 did not differ significantly from that 
observed between 1976 and 1978 (Belyayeva et al., 1989). Until 1995, the abundance of these fish in 
foraging areas was decreasing, as follows from the catch per unit effort data […] 

The monitoring data on the changes in abundance of Russian sturgeons in the northern part of the 
sea provided evidence for a decline of its stock because of extensive poaching in the sea and rivers 
since 1991 (Khodorevskaya, 1996; 1997; 1999abcd). The same also applies to the central and 
southern parts of the sea. […] 

Under the impact of the aforementioned factors, the proportion of mature fish in the Russian 
sturgeon population has decreased in favour of immatures. […] 

Russian sturgeon catch size per unit effort began to increase in 2001. In 2002, this parameter 
reached 0.64 ind./10,000 m3, with the total abundance of species increasing to 33.43 x 106 ind. 
(Vlasenko et al., 2003). In the summer of 2002, the density of Russian sturgeon aggregations off the 
coasts of Dagestan and Azerbaijan reached 0.0048 and 0.096 ind./10,000 m3, respectively 
(Vlasenko et al., 2003). The proportion of mature fish increased simultaneously, especially in the 
northern part of the sea […]. 

Thus, population parameters and, therefore, the total stock of the Russian sturgeon in the Caspian 
Sea have somewhat stabilized to date.” 

Threats to the species were reported to be construction of hydroelectric power stations and dams on 
rivers affecting spawning sites, high levels of pollution, and overfishing, including poaching 
(Khodorevskaya et al. 1997; TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Vecsei, 2001; Carocci, 2004; Kottelat et 
al., 2009). Vecsei (2001) reported that “Poaching is so rampant now that few sturgeon can run the 
gauntlet of nets without being caught.”  

The following seizures and prosecutions were reported for A. gueldenstaedtii in the TRAFFIC Bulletin 
1997-2009 (TRAFFIC, 2009): the US prosecuted a Russian citizen for attempting to smuggle 765kg of 
caviar (A. gueldenstaedtii and A. stellatus) from the Russian Federation in July 2000 and the US 
prosecuted another Russian citizen for illegally importing 44 kg of osietra caviar (A. gueldenstaedtii) in 
August 2001. Many more caviar seizures were reported, but the species were not specified.    
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TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) provided the following information on management: 

 “In the former Soviet Union and Iran, strict legislation regarding sturgeon fisheries had been in 
effect for decades until the emergence of the three new independent States in the Caspian Sea 
Basin in 1992 (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan) (De Meulenaer and Raymakers, 1996). 
Current information suggests that amendments of previous regulations and/or adoption of new 
legislation are now in effect in most new range States in the Caspian Sea as well as in Black Sea 
(including the Danube River) and Sea of Azov basins. However, enforcement measures appear to 
be lacking and numerous experts as well as government officials have reported an increasing 
pressure of illegal fishing practices and criminal activities surrounding the caviar trade in much of 
the range (Dobbs, 1992; Evtouchenko, 1997; King, 1998; Doward, 2000; Anon, 2000a; Ward, 2000a; 
Ward, 2000b).” 

Kottelat et al. (2009) stated that “the species is not fully protected in any range state, though licenses 
are required in most countries and Iran has banned private sturgeon fisheries. Overall, however, 
enforcement measures seem to be lacking.” 

A. gueldenstaedtii was under the CITES Review of Significant Trade process 2001-2006 (actions 
summarised in SC54 Doc. 30.1). 

Azerbaijan: TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that “A. gueldenstaedtii occurs in the Kura 
River, up to Vavarin reservoir, the Lenkoranka River (Azerbaijan, Georgia) and the Astara River 
(Azerbaijan, Iran) (Vlasenko et al., 1989). In waters of the Midwestern Caspian Sea, along the Azeri 
shore, A. gueldenstaedtii swims in coastal areas in spring and summer and migrates towards deep 
waters of the open sea as the temperature drops (CITES Management Authority of Azerbaijan, in litt. 
to TRAFFIC Europe, 18 September 2000).” 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) reported that A. gueldenstaedtii no longer used the Kura River. 

Possible threats specific to Azerbaijan were reported to be lakes of deposited oil and pollutants 
(Dumont, 1995 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000) and A. gueldenstaedtii caught as by-catch along 
the northern and southern coast (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). However, in the late 1990s, it 
was reported that “for the first time in the history of kilka fishery, the by-catch of A. gueldenstaedtii has 
dropped to almost zero. For instance 364 specimens were caught in 1992, while incidental catches 
were reduced to few anecdotal specimens in more recent years” (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

The State institution responsible for sturgeon fishery and processing matters was reported to be the 
State Concern Azerbalyg (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000), and the caviar industry was reported to 
be mainly controlled by the Czech-Azeri consortium TIC HU (Carocci, 2004). Sturgeon fishing 
regulations in Azerbaijan included requirement of a license (since 2000), no fishing in the open sea, a 
closed season in May and a minimum size limit of 105 cm in rivers (Raymakers, 2002). 

At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Mamedli (2006), representing the CITES 
Management Authority of Azerbaijan, reported that “In recent years Azerbaijan has adopted a 
number of legislative documents and laws making it possible to regulate and control the sources of 
this illegal trade, one of the main sources being illegal sturgeon fishing. We have at our disposal a 
‘Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on fishing’, ‘Fishing Regulations’ and ‘Regulations governing sales 
and use of sturgeon’ […] In accordance with the Convention’s recommendations the export and 
trade in export caviar may be carried on in the country only via a single customs crossing point, 
namely Baku airport. Important lines of action in combating illegal trade in caviar continue to be 
combating illegal sturgeon fishing and an initiative to centralise catching and trading in sturgeon and 
its derivatives exclusively in State bodies.”  

Iran (Islamic Republic of): TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) provided the following information 
on distribution: 

 “Dr M. Pourkazemi (in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, September 2000) notes that 
the Sefidrud River and Gorganrud River on the Iranian coasts of the Caspian Sea are used for 
spawning (Laluyee, 1996; Ramin, 1998 cited in Dr M. Pourkazemi, in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife 
Trade Programme, September 2000). However, Dr J. Holèik (in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade 
Programme, September 2000) contends that access to the spawning grounds in the Sefidrud has 
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been prevented by the Mangil Dam construction, water extraction and pollution. According to 
Dr M. Pourkazemi (in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 25 September 2000), among 
the Mangil Dam and other dams constructed on the Sefidrud River, there is a remaining distance 
of 45 km from the dam closest to the estuary, and sturgeon are still observed entering the river to 
spawn.” 

Kottelat et al. (2009) reported that “Iran released 300,000 fingerlings in 1994 which has risen nearly 
every year to 960,000 in 1999.” 

The Iranian sturgeon industry was reported to be the healthiest in the Caspian Sea area  (Speer, 2000; 
Carocci, 2004) with sustainable management of sturgeon stocks and implementation of CITES 
considered to be effective for the conservation of sturgeon resources (Carocci, 2004).  

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that: 

“Export quotas are established on the basis of results of research programmes and annual 
monitoring of stocks. These activities include the following parameters and activities: Maximum 
Sustainable Yield and total catch, rehabilitation of stocks, management and sustainable 
exploitation through restricting illegal catch and overfishing. Monitoring fishing efforts and 
regulating the time of catch are also carried out on the basis of research results (CITES 
Management Authority of Iran, in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 24 September 2000).” 

Raymakers (2002) reported that sturgeon fishing regulation in Iran included requirement of a license, 
fishing restricted to a few stations and only in the open season in spring. 

Kazakhstan: A. gueldenstaedtii was reported to spawn naturally in the unregulated Ural River 
(TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Vecsei, 2001), with  spawning grounds 
located 900 to 1,200 km from the sea for the winter race and 320–650 km for the spring race 
(Billard and Lecointre, 2001). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) reported that fewer spawning fish migrated into the Ural River than in 
the past. 

Pollution from oil fields in the northern area of the Caspian (Sagers, 1994 in: 
TRAFFIC International et al., 2000) and radioactive contamination from a nuclear reactor in the central 
area (Dumont, 1995 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000) were reported to be threats. 

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that: 

“Commercial sturgeon catch is only allowed in the tributaries of the Caspian Sea, however 
scientific catch is permitted in the open sea with an annual quota of 20 t (Anon, 2000b). Sturgeon 
fisheries are regulated by law. There are two fishing seasons, one during spring spawning and the 
other during the winter migration. The exact dates of the fishing seasons vary with the climate and 
are therefore set annually by authorised scientific organisations. As in most former Soviet 
Republics, “sweep nets” (bottom nets that are hauled several times a day) with a minimum mesh 
size and which are marked with the name and address of the owner are the only legal fishing gear 
for sturgeon. Each fisherman can only set one net at a time. A fishing license is required. Sturgeon 
fishing grounds (called “tonia”) are limited: there are 12 on the Ural River and 8 on the Kigach 
River. The minimum size limit for A. gueldenstaedtii is 105 cm. The ratio of males and females 
caught is not regulated nor monitored. The purchase price at the landing site is based on a fixed 
legal rate of caviar weight extracted per female; A. gueldenstaedtii is set at 18.6% of the total body 
weight. The annual commercial catch quotas are allocated to Kazakhstan by the Intergovernmental 
Commission for Caspian Biological Resources which meets annually in Astrakhan (CITES 
Management Authority of Kazakhstan, in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 21 September 2000).” 

 
Raymakers (2002) confirmed that sturgeon fishing regulations in Kazakhstan included requirement of 
a license, no fishing in the open sea, fishing restricted to the open seasons of spring and autumn and a 
minimum size requirement of 105 cm in rivers.  
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Russian Federation: TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that “In the Caspian region, the 

population entering the Volga River to spawn in 1996 was estimated at 120,000-150,000 individuals 

(Levin, 1997), a decrease from 500,000–600,000 individuals in previous years.”  

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) reported that “as much as 80% of the spawning grounds for Russian 
sturgeon became unavailable to the fish after the Volgograd Dam was built in 1958–1960”and that 
A. gueldenstaedtii no longer used the Terek and Sulak rivers. Ivanov et al. (1999) estimated that, 
following construction of the Volgograd dam, natural reproduction of A. gueldenstaedtii in the Volga 
river declined from 2540 tonnes in 1991 to 330 tonnes in 1995, mainly due to the reduction of adult 
fish entering upstream spawning grounds. They cautioned that “The drastic decline of the spawning 
stock biomass in the Volga River system causes great concern about the entire stock in the Caspian 
Sea as this river provides the most important portion of the overall recruitment” (Ivanov et al., 1999). 

Kottelat et al. (2009) reported that, “according to CITES (2000) Russia released 25 million fingerlings 
into the Vologa between 1979-80, 35 million between 1981-85, 40.8 million between 1986-90, 42 million 
between 1991-95 and 28 million 1996-98.”  

Whilst construction of the Volgograd dam was reported to restrict migration to spawning grounds, 
reducing the contribution of natural reproduction to stock recruitment and placing greater reliance on 
hatchery production (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Vecsei, 2001; 
Carocci, 2004), Graham and Murphy (2007) reported that  by the mid 1990s, several hatcheries along 
the Volga river had closed due to lack of funding and insufficient numbers of broodstock, which led 
to “a severe decline in the number of young fish released and an inability to compensate for the lack 
of natural reproduction.” 

Construction of dams on the Don and Kuban rivers were also reported to restrict access to some 
natural spawning grounds in the Black Sea and Sea of Azov region (TRAFFIC 
International et al. 2000). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) and Speer (2000) reported that uncontrolled overfishing and poaching 
were a major threat to sturgeons in the northern part of the Caspian Sea basin, and that political and 
economic instability in Russia had led to a sharp rise in poaching during the early 1990s, at the same 
time as fishery management and enforcement programs collapsed. Speer (2000) reported that “Russia 
officially exported $25 million worth of caviar in 1999, while the value of poached caviar exports was 
estimated at $250 million3.” In, 2000 it was reported that fishermen had been unable to find enough 
sturgeon to meet their quotas and that “The Russian State Fisheries Committee reportedly is 
concerned that diminishing catches may compel Russia to ban commercial sturgeon fishing in the 
northern Caspian Sea by 20024”(Speer, 2000).  

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “This species has always accounted for the bulk of sturgeon 
harvest in the Caspian basin. From 1933 to 1962 the annual catches in Russian waters did not exceed 
10,940 t; after the ban in 1962, catch increased to 14,530 t by 1981. Stock size and harvest dropped 
abruptly in the early 1990s, when relatively sparse year classes of 1973-1977 made the bulk of the 
commercial catches and illicit sturgeon fishing in the sea was resumed (Krasikov and Fedin, 1996).”  

Raymakers (2002) reported that sturgeon fishing regulations in the Russian Federation included 
requirement of a license, no fishing in the open sea,  two closed seasons (from ice melting to 5th June 
and from 1st September to ice formation) and a minimum size limit of 86 cm in rivers and 105 cm in 
coastal waters. She expressed concern that the open season in the Russian part of the Caspian Sea 
basin covered the entire migrating season of sturgeon and that the legal catch was “restricted to the 
Volga Delta and upstream, without leaving one passage to allow for a certain number of adults to 
escape, complete their migration and breed” (Raymakers, 2002). 

Russian catch quotas were reported to be declared by the Federal Government following the 
recommendations of the State Fisheries Committee, made in consensus with an independent council of 
experts (Anon., 2000a in TRAFFIC International et al. 2000). TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) 

                                                           
3 The Ottawa Citizen, 11/25/00 
4 Associated Press, “Black caviar exports cut in half,” October 11, 1999 
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reported that “The annual catch quotas or Total Allowable Catches (TACs) allocated by the State 
Fisheries Committee, is based on the recommendations of scientific agencies such as the Russian Federal 
Research Institute of Fisheries and Oceanography (“VNIRO”) and the Pacific Research Institute of 
Fisheries and Oceanography (“TINRO”). The TAC includes the commercial catch, the scientific catch, 
and the catch of mature males and females destined for artificial reproduction.” 

At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Vorobjiov (2006) reported that: 

 “In 2004 a framework law On Fisheries and Bioresources Conservation was passed. A model project 
of the Law On Acipenseriformes Conservation was developed. Also, there were developed motions 
for enacting measures aimed at reinforcement of financial liability and penal responsibility for 
people practicing illegal harvesting.[…]  

By order of President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin there was developed a draft 
regulation according to which illegal sturgeon products are to be destroyed. When enacted this 
regulation will help prevent poached products from getting into trade network.[…]  

Measures taken by control authorities have led to substantial decrease of illegal trade level, 
especially that in black caviar.” 

In an effort to tackle poaching and illegal trade, the Russian government was reported to be bringing the 
caviar trade under state control and stiffening punishments for poachers (TRAFFIC 2008, 
Faulconbridge, 2008). One newspaper reported that the Russian Federation has proposed a five year 
moratorium on sturgeon fishing, and has asked the other nations bordering the Caspian Sea to do the 
same (Rodriguez, 2008). 
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REVIEW OF FOUR STURGEON SPECIES FROM THE CASPIAN SEA BASIN 
 

ACTINOPTERYGII ACIPENSERIDAE 
 

SPECIES:    Acipenser persicus  

 

SYNONYMS: - 

 

COMMON NAMES: Persian Sturgeon (English), persisk stör (Swedish) 

 

RANGE STATES: Azerbaijan, Georgia, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Kazakhstan, 

Russian Federation, Turkey 

 

RANGE STATE UNDER REVIEW: Iran 

 

IUCN RED LIST: Critically Endangered 

 

PREVIOUS EC OPINIONS: - 

 

TRADE PATTERNS: 

Azerbaijan: There were no exports of the species from Azerbaijan 1999-2010. However, A. persicus 
was previously considered to be a synonym of A. gueldenstaedtii, so some trade may have taken place 
under this name. 

At the 19th meeting of the Animals Committee (Geneva, Switzerland, 2003), the Secretariat noted that 
“Azerbaijan has no quotas for the species and does not harvest it” (AC19 Summary Record). 

Zero annual export quotas were published for caviar in 2005, 2007 and for meat in 2008. No export 
quotas were communicated to the Secretariat for meat in 2008 or for meat or caviar in 2009 or 2010, 
resulting in zero export quotas, following Resolution Conf. 12.7 (Rev. CoP14). 

Iran (Islamic Republic of): Exports of the species from Iran 1999-2010 mainly involved caviar, but 
quantities of meat and skins were also traded. Since 1999, Iran has exported about 200 tonnes of wild-
sourced caviar (Tables 21 and 23), of which over ninety per cent was imported by EU Member States, 
principally Germany and France. The caviar database contained no reported exports from Iran 2009-
2010. Indirect imports to the EU amounted to some 17,831kg over the 10-year period (Table 22); the 
main supplier was Switzerland with smaller quantities imported via Turkey and the United Arab 
Emirates. Direct imports by non-EU countries 1999-2010 is shown in Table 23, the main importers 
being Japan, Switzerland and the United Arab Emirates. Trade with non-EU countries has been 
decreasing steadily from over 30 tonnes exported annually between 1999 and 2004 to less than 
5 tonnes in 2007, and none in 2008.  

Annual export quotas have been established for caviar since 1999 (Table 24) and for meat since 2001 
(Table 25) but do not appear to have been exceeded.  

Mean import prices (without tax) of A. persicus from Iran were reported to have increased from 
558 US$ per kg in 2002 to 2406 US$ per kg in 2006 (Ludwig, 2008). 
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Table 21. Direct exports of Acipenser persicus from Iran to EU 27, 1999-2010.  See Annex for more details. 

Term Source Units Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

bodies W - Importer 
    

1 
     

1 

  
  

Exporter         1           1 

caviar I kg Importer 
        

1.05 
 

1.05 

   
Exporter                       

 
W kg Importer 21306 23537 33375 25747 34489 22862 8109 7249 4379 1276 182329 

  
  

Exporter 27231 27163 32622 26546 34427 9598 8       157595 

meat W kg Importer 27100 2661 11603 938 29761 883 5000 
   

77945 

  
  

Exporter 27360 6378 23124 13008 29004           98874 

skins W ft2 Importer 
           

   
Exporter   1.2 2               3.2 

  
- Importer 

   
20 

      
20 

  
  

Exporter       32 90           122 

Subtotal (caviar) kg Importer 21306 23537 33375 25747 34489 22862 8109 7249 4380 1276 182330 

  

  

Exporter 27231 27163 32622 26546 34427 9598 8       157595 
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Table 22. Indirect exports of Acipenser persicus originating in Iran to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All trade was in wild-caught material. See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

caviar kg P Importer 
           

  
  Exporter                 1.9   1.9 

  
T Importer 7143 6206 542 55.813 658 911 273 1007 992 43.133 17831 

  
  Exporter   69.6       856 50 1304 859 171 3310 

  
- Importer 

           
      Exporter 7157 6066 537 58.813 932 79.103 98.733       14928 

extract kg - Importer 
           

      Exporter         0.24 0.059         0.299 

skins - T Importer 
       

1250 
  

1250 

   
Exporter 

       
1250 

  
1250 

Subtotal (caviar) kg   Importer 7143 6206 542 55.813 658 911 273 1007 992 43.133 17831 

      Exporter 7157 6135 537 58.813 932 935 149 1304 861 171 18241 
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Table 23. Direct exports of Acipenser persicus from Iran to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 Total 

bodies - T W Importer 
          

        Exporter 1                 1 

caviar kg P I Importer               0.5   0.5 

   
  Exporter                     

   
W Importer 

   
1 4 1.5 

 
0.1 

 
6.6 

  
    Exporter   3   5.3 5         13.3 

  
S W Importer 

   
2.5 

     
2.5 

  
    Exporter       2.5           2.5 

  
T I Importer 

     
4 

   
4 

   
  Exporter                     

   
U Importer 

   
20 

     
20 

   
  Exporter                     

   
W Importer 13614 10981 6386 6805 4581 9012 3619 1412 435 56844 

        Exporter 17149 3720 6379 7991 4587 1039 657     41521 

meat kg T W Importer 468 802 139 77.6 
   

5000 
 

6486 

        Exporter 908 9169 322 92.2           10491 

skins - T W Importer 
      

1800 
  

1800 

        Exporter                     

specimens - S W Importer 
       

19 
 

19 

  
    Exporter                     

  
T W Importer 1 

        
1 

        Exporter                     

Subtotal (caviar) kg 

  

Importer 13614 10981 6386 6828 4585 9018 3619 1413 435 56878 

        Exporter 17149 3723 6379 7999 4592 1039 657     41537 
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Table 24.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser persicus caviar in kg from Iran and global exports, reported by 
importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 53000 52000* 51000 55890 63000 56700 51000 44370 38000 37000 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 34921 34517 39758 32550 39070 31874 11728 8661 4814 1276   

Reported by Exporter 44363 30883 39001 34532 39011 10636 657   1276   

*Quota for both A. gueldenstaedtii and A. persicus, but “mainly A. persicus” (CITES Notif. No. 2000/053) 

**No quota was communicated to the Secretariat. 

Table 25.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser persicus meat in kg from Iran and global exports, reported by 
importer and exporter. 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 140000 150000 263100 100000 100000 100000 100000 172365 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 11742 1015 29761 883 5000 5000     

Reported by Exporter 23446 13100 29004      

**No quota was communicated to the Secretariat. 

Kazakhstan: There were no direct exports of the species from Kazakhstan 1999-2010. There was one 
possible indirect import to the EU 1999-2008; Macao reported the export of 4.4 kg of wild-sourced 
caviar originating from Kazakhstan to France in 2006, but this was not reported by France.  

A. persicus was previously considered to be synonymous with A. gueldenstaedtii, so some trade may 
also have taken place under this name. 

Zero annual export quotas were set for caviar in 2005, 2007, 2008 and a 500 kg quota for meat was set 
in 2008. No export quotas were communicated to the Secretariat in 2009 or 2010, resulting in zero 
export quotas, following Resolution Conf. 12.7 (Rev. CoP14). 

Russian Federation: Exports of the species from the Russian Federation 1999-2010 amounted to 
very little (Table 26), none of which was imported by EU Member States. There were also no indirect 
imports of this species to the EU. 

The Russian Federation did not report any direct exports to non-EU countries 1999-2010. However, 
the United States of America reported the import of 226g of wild-sourced caviar from the Russian 
Federation in 2003, and seizures of caviar and skin pieces in 2000 (Table 26).  

A. persicus was previously considered to be synonymous with A. gueldenstaedtii, so some trade may 
also have taken place under this name. 

Zero annual export quotas were set for caviar in 2005, 2007 and 2008. Quotas for meat were set in 2005 
(4000kg), 2007 (5000kg) and 2008 (5750kg), but no exports of meat were reported. No export quotas 
were communicated to the Secretariat in 2009 or 2010, resulting in zero export quotas, following 
Resolution Conf. 12.7 (Rev. CoP14). 
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Table 26. Direct exports of Acipenser persicus from the Russian Federation to countries other than the EU 27, 
1999-2010.  

Importer Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 2000 2003  Total 

United States 
of America caviar g P I Importer 1692 

 
1692 

 

 
  

 
Exporter 

    

 
  W Importer 

 
226 226 

 

 
  

 
Exporter       

 skin pieces kg P I Importer 1 
 

1 

 

 
  

 
Exporter       

 

TAXONOMIC NOTE:  

A. persicus was previously considered to be synonymous with A. gueldenstaedtii (CITES Secretariat, 
2002; Carocci, 2004; Moghim et al., 2006). Their form was reported to be very similar and their stocks 
coincide in some basins, such as the southern Caspian Sea (Carocci, 2004). A. persicus is now 
considered a valid species (CITES Secretariat, 2002; Moghim et al., 2006; Eschmeyer and Fricke, 2009), 
but because it was not distinguished from A. gueldenstaedtii for a long time, species-specific catch 
information are generally not available (Moghim et al., 2006). 

CONSERVATION STATUS in range states 

A. persicus is a bottom-dwelling sturgeon occurring primarily in the central and southern Caspian Sea, 
especially along the shores of Iran (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; 
Hochleithner and Gessner 2001; Moghim et al., 2006; Kottelat et al., 2009), and also in the Black Sea 
(CITES Secretariat, 2002; Carocci, 2004).  

It was categorized as Critically Endangered in the 2010 IUCN Red List (Kottelat et al., 2009), with the 
following justification: 

“It is difficult to distinguish a decline of the wild populations due to the long term stocking of the 
species. However, it is suspected that the native wild population has declined by over 80% in the 
past three generations (estimated at 42 years) as all the wild populations have almost disappeared, 
apart from the restocked individuals from Iran. There are only occasional records from the 
northern Caspian basin (in 2008, 100 immature individuals were caught in the northern Caspian 
basin (Mugue pers. comm.)). Overfishing at sea for caviar will soon cause extinction of natural 
populations.” 

The species was also considered to be Critically Endangered by Kottelat and Freyhof (2007). 

Pikitch et al. (2005) reported that whilst historic data on A. persicus were scarce, catches had risen in 
recent years.  

The main threats to A. persicus were reported to be overfishing, poaching, construction of dams 
affecting spawning sites and pollution (CITES Secretariat, 2002; Carocci, 2004; Moghim et al., 2006; 
Kottelat et al., 2009). 

The only seizure of A. persicus reported in TRAFFIC Bulletin 1997-2009 (TRAFFIC 2009) was the 
confiscation of 21 tins of caviar (including from A. persicus) in Uppsala, Sweden in November 2005. 
Many more caviar seizures were reported, but the species were not specified.   

A. persicus was reviewed under the CITES Review of Significant Trade process in 2002 
(CITES Secretariat, 2002).  

Azerbaijan: Billard and Lecointre (2001) reported that the species was common in the Kura river 
and Moghim et al. (2006) reported that adult fish entered the Kura, Lenkoranka and Astara rivers 
during the reproductive season. 

The loss of suitable feeding grounds due to oil and industrial pollution was noted as a threat specific 
to Azerbaijan (Kottelat et al., 2009). 
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The State institution responsible for sturgeon fishery and processing matters was reported to be the 
State Concern Azerbalyg (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000), and the caviar industry was reported to 
be mainly controlled by the Czech-Azeri consortium TIC HU (Carocci, 2004).  

At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Mamedli (2006), representing the CITES 
Management Authority of Azerbaijan, reported that “In recent years Azerbaijan has adopted a 
number of legislative documents and laws making it possible to regulate and control the sources of 
this illegal trade, one of the main sources being illegal sturgeon fishing. We have at our disposal a 
‘Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on fishing’, ‘Fishing Regulations’ and ‘Regulations governing sales 
and use of sturgeon’ […] In accordance with the Convention’s recommendations the export and 
trade in export caviar may be carried on in the country only via a single customs crossing point, 
namely Baku airport. Important lines of action in combating illegal trade in caviar continue to be 
combating illegal sturgeon fishing and an initiative to centralise catching and trading in sturgeon and 
its derivatives exclusively in State bodies.”  

Iran (Islamic Republic of): A. persicus was reported to be most abundant in Iranian waters, with the 
main spawning grounds on the Iranian coast located in the Sefidrud River (CITES Secretariat, 2002). 
The Gorganrud, Tajan and Babulrud Rivers were also reported to be used for spawning 
(Nasri Chari, 1992 cited in Pourkazemi in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 26 October 
2001, in: CITES Secretariat, 2002).  

The CITES Secretariat (2002) reported that “A. persicus is considered by the Iranian Authorities to be 
endemic to the southern Caspian Sea Basin and rarely migrates to the central and northern parts of 
the sea (CITES Management Authority of Iran in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 24 September 2000).” 

The following information on the status of A. persicus in Iran was presented at the 18th meeting of the 
Animals Committee (CITES Secretariat, 2002): 

“The results of the monitoring of catch and stocks of A. persicus suggest that the wild population 
does not follow the same trends as the other commercially caught sturgeon. Since 1991, catch data 
show that the annual catch of A. gueldenstaedtii has declined fairly steadily until 1999. In contrast, 
data suggest that whilst catches of A. persicus peaked in 1991 and declined to a low in 1995, but 
then rose somewhat and fluctuated around an annual mean of 475 t. Therefore the status of the 
A. persicus population appears to be improving while the stocks of A. gueldenstaedtii, A. stellatus, 
A. nudiventris and H. huso seem to be decreasing. In the near future, the status of A. persicus is 
expected to be better than that of other species. In the past, A. persicus comprised 20% of the 
annual Iranian sturgeon catch, while at present, it comprises more than 55-60% 
(CITES Management Authority of Iran in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 24 September 2000).” 

Moghim et al. (2006) reported that “Catch per unit effort (CPUE) of Persian sturgeon by gillnet 
fisheries, trawl and beach seines showed that Persian sturgeon population after the collapse in the 
1970’s has slightly increased in the last three decades.” 

The adult population of A. persicus was estimated to have reached 540,000 individuals in 2000 
(Hosseini, 2001 in: Carocci, 2004).  

Kottelat et al. (2009) reported that “Iranian catch data shows that there has been between 54-56% 
decline from 1960/65 to 2006; the catch has continued to decline since 2006 but data is not yet 
available for this time period. The decline in catch does reflect a decline in abundance even though 
there are fisheries regulations and a reduction in catch effort (Pourkazemi pers. comm.).” 

The CITES Secretariat (2002) reported that “Holcik (in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 
September 2000) notes that access to the spawning grounds in the Sefidrud has been prevented by the 
Mangil Dam construction, water extraction and pollution. However, according to Pourkazemi 
(in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 25 September 2000), between the Mangil Dam and 
other dams constructed on the Sefidrud River, there remains a distance of 45 km from the sea to the 
dam closest to the estuary, and sturgeon are still observed entering the river to spawn.” 

In addition to the principal threat of illegal fishing/poaching, Kottelat et al. (2009) reported that 
A. persicus in Iran were threatened by the loss and degradation of spawning sites, caused by pollution 
from agriculture and domestic waste. 
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The CITES Secretariat (2002) reported that “About 19 900 specimens of adult sturgeon were caught in 
2000, yielding about 53 t of caviar. For the past 5 years, the Iranian domestic market of caviar and 
sturgeon meat is estimated at 5% and 65% of the country’s production respectively 
(CITES Management Authority of Iran in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 24 September 2000). The revenue 
gained from sturgeon products plays a relatively minor role in the national economy of the country, 
but it has an important effect on fisheries management especially in terms of supporting research, 
rehabilitation of stocks, anti-poaching and catch operations (Abdolhay, 2001).” 

A. persicus stocks were reported to be managed through restocking and conservation programmes 
undertaken by Iranian Fisheries (CITES Secretariat, 2002; Carocci, 2004). The CITES Secretariat (2002) 
reported that “Restocking success for A. persicus has apparently been better than for other species 
(Pourkazemi in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 26 October 2001). Reports from Iranian 
fisheries for the year 2000 (cited in Pourkazemi in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 
26 October 2001) show that almost 11 million A. persicus fingerlings have been released since 1992.” 

Kottelat et al. (2009) stated that “the following Iranian catch data (Pourkazemi 2006) shows the total 
sturgeon catch from Iran (it is estimated that approximately 40% of the catch from 1960 to 1989 and 
50% of the catch between 1990 and 2007 was of A. persicus, Pourkazemi pers. comm.): 

1960 - 2,000 tonnes (A. persicus = 440 tonnes) 
1965 - 2,100 tonnes (A. persicus = 462 tonnes) 
1970 - 3,000 tonnes (A. persicus = 750 tonnes) 
1975 - 1,675 tonnes (A. persicus = 302 tonnes) 
1980 - 1,429 tonnes (A. persicus = 372 tonnes) 
1985 - 1,650 tonnes (A. persicus = 297 tonnes) 
1990 - 2,645 tonnes (A. persicus = 582 tonnes) 
1995 - 1,500 tonnes (A. persicus = 480 tonnes) 
1997 - 1,300 tonnes (A. persicus = 559 tonnes) 
1998 - 1,200 tonnes (A. persicus = 588 tonnes) 
1999 - 1,000 tonnes (A. persicus = 480 tonnes) 
2000 - 1,000 tonnes (A. persicus = 540 tonnes) 
2001 - 870 tonnes (A. persicus = 557 tonnes) 
2002 - 643 tonnes (A. persicus = 418 tonnes) 
2003 - 463 tonnes (A. persicus = 315 tonnes) 
2004 - 500 tonnes (A. persicus = 345 tonnes) 
2006 - 330 tonnes (A. persicus = 201 tonnes) 
2007 - 225 tonnes (A. persicus = 137 tonnes)” 

 
Kottelat and Freyhof (2007) reported that there was “Most likely no natural reproduction in Iranian 
waters, but [the species was] massively stocked from artificial reproduction.” 

The Iranian sturgeon industry was reported to be the healthiest in the Caspian Sea area (Speer, 2000; 
Carocci, 2004). Over the last ten to fifteen years, the state owned Iranian Fishery Organisation (Shilat) 
was reported to have invested in the future sustainability of its sturgeon fisheries by: conducting 
extensive restocking programmes; banning the use of gill nets which harmed juvenile and immature 
sturgeon stocks; diversifying the income generating activities of fishermen using gill nets; and 
developing aquaculture as a means to preserve wild stocks (Carocci, 2004).  

The CITES Secretariat (2002) gave the following information on management: 

 “Annual catch quotas for sturgeon are determined by the senior authorities and sturgeon experts 
of the Iranian Fisheries and are established on the basis of stock assessments, catch per unit effort 
(CPUE), and caviar harvest data from previous years. The maximum allowable catch limit for each 
sturgeon species is estimated and after approval is communicated to each province and catch 
station (Abdolhay, 2001). 

At all sturgeon catch stations the age, length, sex and weight of fish landed are recorded for each 
species. The population structure is estimated on the basis of age groups. As a result of ten years of 
study the number of catch stations has been halved, different catch methods have been adopted, 
and lower export quotas have been set for the past five years (CITES Management Authority of 
Iran in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 24 September 2000). […] 
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Considerable resources are used to enforce regulations, and although poaching for sturgeon 
occurs occasionally it does not appear to be a major problem in Iran (Jenkins, 2001).” 

Kazakhstan: The species was reported to enter the Ural river (Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Moghim 

et al., 2006), where Billard and Lecointre (2001) described it as common. 

Kottelat and Freyhof (2007) noted that fish from the Iranian stocking programs were being observed 
more frequently in northern Caspian. 

The loss of suitable feeding grounds due to oil and industrial pollution was noted as a threat specific 
to Kazakhstan (Kottelat et al., 2009). 

Russian Federation: The species was reported to be found in the Volga, Samur and Terek rivers 
(Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Moghim et al. 2006); Billard and Lecointre (2001) described it as common 
in the Volga river. 

Kottelat and Freyhof (2007) noted that fish from the Iranian stocking programs were being observed 
more frequently in northern Caspian. 

Oil pollution and the blocking of access to spawning grounds by dams were noted as threats specific 
to the Russian Federation (Kottelat et al., 2009). 

Kottelat et al. (2009) reported that in the Russian Federation, commercial catch in the Caspian Sea had 
been banned since 2000.  

Russian catch quotas were reported to be declared by the Federal Government following the 
recommendations of the State Fisheries Committee, made in consensus with an independent council of 
experts (Anon., 2000a in TRAFFIC International et al. 2000).  

At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Vorobjiov (2006) reported that: 

 “In 2004 a framework law On Fisheries and Bioresources Conservation was passed. A model project 
of the Law on Acipenseriformes Conservation was developed. Also, there were developed motions 
for enacting measures aimed at reinforcement of financial liability and penal responsibility for 
people practicing illegal harvesting.[…]  

By order of President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin there was developed a draft 
regulation according to which illegal sturgeon products are to be destroyed. When enacted this 
regulation will help prevent poached products from getting into trade network.[…]  

Measures taken by control authorities have led to substantial decrease of illegal trade level, 
especially that in black caviar.” 

In an effort to tackle poaching and illegal trade, the Russian government was reported to be bringing the 
caviar trade under state control and stiffening punishments for poachers (TRAFFIC 2008, 
Faulconbridge, 2008). The Russian Federation has also proposed a five year moratorium on sturgeon 
fishing, and has asked the other nations bordering the Caspian Sea to do the same (Rodriguez, 2008). 
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REVIEW OF FOUR STURGEON SPECIES FROM THE CASPIAN SEA BASIN 
 

ACTINOPTERYGII ACIPENSERIDAE 
 

SPECIES:    Acipenser stellatus 

 

SYNONYMS: Acipenser helops, Acipenser ratzeburgii, Acipenser seuruga, 
Gladostomus stellatus, Helops stellatus 

 

COMMON NAMES: Bli turigjate (Albanian), Pastruga (Bulgarian), Jester hvezdnaty 

(Czech), Stersteur (Dutch), Sevruga (English), Star Sturgeon 
(English), Starry Sturgeon (English), Stellate Sturgeon 
(English), Tähtisampi (Finnish), Esturgeon étoilé (French), 
Sevruga (French), Sterhausen (German), Sternhausen 
(German), Söregtok (Hungarian), Storione stellato (Italian), 
Siewruga (Polish), Esturjâo estrelado (Portuguese), Esturjão-
estrelado (Portuguese), Pastruga (Romanian), Sevrjuga 
(Russian), Sevryuga (Russian), Pastruga (Serbian), Jeseter 
hviezdnaty (Slovene), Esturión estrellado (Spanish), 
sevrugastör (Swedish), Stjärnstör (Swedish), Mersin (Turkish), 
Mersin baligi (Turkish) 

 

RANGE STATES: Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Georgia, (?) Greece, 

Hungary, Iran (Islamic Republic of), (?) Italy, Kazakhstan, 
Montenegro, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Russian 
Federation, Serbia, Slovakia, Turkey, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, 

 

RANGE STATE UNDER REVIEW: Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Russian Federation 

 

 

IUCN RED LIST: Critically Endangered 

 

PREVIOUS EC OPINIONS: - 

 

TRADE PATTERNS: 

Azerbaijan: Exports of the species from Azerbaijan 1999-2010 mostly involved caviar but 6.8 tonnes 
of meat was also exported to Georgia in 2004. Azerbaijan has exported about 17.2 tonnes of wild-
sourced caviar 2001-2010 (Tables 27 and 29), with about 62 per cent imported by EU Member States, 
principally Germany and France. The EU did not report any imports in either 2006, when there was 
no quota, or 2007 (Table 27). The caviar database showed that Azerbaijan exported 154 kg of caviar to 
the EU and 737.06 kg of caviar to non-EU countries January-February 2009, which fell within the 2008 
quota year; there have been no reported exports from Azerbaijan since this time. Indirect imports to 
the EU amounted to about 5 tonnes 1999-2008, with Switzerland as the main exporter in recent years 
(Table 28). Direct trade to non-EU countries 1999-2010 are summarised in Table 29, the main 
importers being the United States and Switzerland.  
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Annual export quotas have been established since 1999 (excluding 2000 and 2006) and appear to have 
been exceeded in both 2004 and 2005 according to both importers’ and exporters’ data (Table 30). 

Table 27. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from Azerbaijan to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade involved kg of 
wild-collected caviar for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Reported by 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2008 Total 

Importer 600 773 1511 1622 4431 547 9484 

Exporter 600 1150 1975 3364 2837 
 

10648 

*Includes exports in Jan-Feb 2009 from 2008 quota. 

 

Table 28. Indirect exports of Acipenser stellatus originating in Azerbaijan to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All 
trade was in wild-caught caviar for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Reported by 1999 2000 2002 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Importer 2652.848 1575.9 4 
 

593.852 383.94 5210.54 

Exporter 2101.7 1575.9 17 1.4 431.544 383.468 4511.012 
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Table 29. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from Azerbaijan to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2007 2008 Total 

bodies - S W Importer 
  

10 
     

10 

        Exporter                   

caviar kg P I Importer 
    

0.904 
   

0.904 

  
    Exporter                   

  
T I Importer 

  
30 

     
30 

   
  Exporter                   

   
W Importer 

 
422 95.4 959 1431 778 676 547 4909 

        Exporter 305 217 128 1536 1485 907 776   5354 

meat kg T W Importer 
                 Exporter         6800       6800 

specimens - S W Importer 
                 Exporter     10           10 

 

Table 30.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser stellatus caviar in kg from Azerbaijan and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 3800 - 2840 2470 4500 2700 2700 - 3000 3000 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer   1022 868 2471 3053 5209  676 1094   

Reported by Exporter  305 817 1278 3510 4849 3744  776 1926*   

*Includes exports in Jan-Feb 2009 from 2008 quota. 

**No quota was communicated to the Secretariat. 
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Iran (Islamic Republic of): Exports of the species from Iran 1999-2010 mainly involved 
caviar but meat was also exported, principally to France, Germany, Italy and Spain. Since 
1999, Iran has exported about 116.7 tonnes of wild-sourced caviar (Tables 31 and 33), with 
about 71 per cent imported by EU Member States, particularly France and Germany. No EU 
imports were reported in 2006 when there was no quota (Table 31), and the caviar database 
contained no reported exports 2009-2010. Indirect imports to the EU amounted to about 15.4 
tonnes 1999-2008, the main supplier being Switzerland (Table 32). Direct exports to non-EU 
countries 1999-2010 are shown in Table 33, the main importers being Japan and Switzerland.  

Annual export quotas have been established since 1999 and appear to have been exceeded in 
that year according to both exporters’ and importers’ data (Table 34). 

Mean import prices (without tax) of A. stellatus from Iran were reported to have increased 
from 450 US$ per kg in 2002 to 2171 US$ per kg in 2005 (Ludwig, 2008). 
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Table 31. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from Iran to EU 27, 1999-2010.  See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2007 2008 Total 

bodies - T W Importer 
    

1 
    

1 

        Exporter 1       1         2 

caviar kg P W Importer 
          

  
    Exporter 0.6     1           1.6 

  
T O Importer 8250 

        
8250 

   
  Exporter                     

   
W Importer 24093 12952 18235 7068 6300 3385 1135 1098 200 74467 

   
  Exporter 23305 13827 18315 7266 6520 1327       70560 

  
- I Importer 

       
2.5 

 
2.5 

        Exporter                     

meat kg Q W Importer 36 
        

36 

  
    Exporter                     

  
T W Importer 7672 915 6220 120 1735 

    
16662 

        Exporter 15611 3769 46120 150           65650 

skins ft2 T W Importer 
          

  
    Exporter   1               1 

 
- T W Importer 

   
20 

     
20 

        Exporter       20 90         110 

 

Table 32. Indirect exports of Acipenser stellatus originating in Iran to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All trade was in wild-caught caviar for commercial purposes. See 
Annex for more details. 

Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Importer 7373 6339 1373 28 88 0.9 138 41.744 16.495 37.61 15435 

Exporter 12.1 1.7 6.11 
   

96.881 41.744 16.495 55.22 230 
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Table 33. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from Iran to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010. All trade was in kg of wild-caught specimens for commercial 
purposes. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2007 2008 Total 

bodies - T W Importer 
                  Exporter 1                 1 

caviar kg P I Importer 
        

0.7 0.7 

   
  Exporter                     

   
W Importer 

       
0.05 

 
0.05 

  
    Exporter       3.2           3.2 

  
S W Importer 

   
2.5 

     
2.5 

  
    Exporter       2.5           2.5 

  
T I Importer 

 
250 

       
250 

   
  Exporter                     

   
W Importer 15012 10907 3251 2332 1015 788 259 82.272 

 
33646 

        Exporter 18293 9975 3228 2410 1214 627 87.029     35833 

meat kg T W Importer 27.2 287 55 76.2 
     

446 

        Exporter 102 87 55 80           324 

specimens - T W Importer 1 
        

1 

        Exporter                     

 

Table 34.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser stellatus caviar in kg from Iran and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 40000 35000 23400 14827 11700 7020 6300 - 3200 3200 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 47355 24109 21487 9402.92 7315 4173 1394  1183 201   

Reported by Exporter 41599 23802 21543 9683 7733 1954 87   200   

**No quota was communicated to the Secretariat. 
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Kazakhstan: Exports of the species from Kazakhstan 1999-2010 mainly involved caviar but 
meat was also traded. Since 1999, Kazakhstan exported about 64 tonnes of wild-sourced 
caviar (Tables 35 and 37), of which about 21 per cent was imported by EU Member States in 
2003, 2004, 2005 and 2008, principally by Germany (Table 35). Kazakhstan reported exporting 
to both Belgium and France in 2004 but these countries did not report the imports (Table 35, 
see Annex for details). The caviar database contained no reported exports from Kazakhstan 
2009-2010. Indirect imports to the EU were small and mostly supplied by Switzerland, 
Turkey, United Arab Emirates and the United States (Table 36). Direct trade to non-EU 
countries between 1999-2010 is shown in Table 37, the main importers being the United 
States, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates. 

Annual export quotas have been established since 2000 and appear to have been exceeded in 
2005 (according to importers’ data) (Table 38) although this is likely to be the result of permits 
issued in 2004 being reported as imports in 2005. 

Table 35. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from Kazakhstan to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade 
involved kg of caviar. See Annex for more details. 

Purpose Source Reported by 2003 2004 2005 2008 Total 

T W Importer 1600 1810 9316 654 13379 

    Exporter 1600 4750     6350 

- I Importer 
 

1.7 
  

1.7 

    Exporter           
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Table 36. Indirect exports of Acipenser stellatus originating in Kazakhstan to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All trade was in kg of wild-caught caviar for commercial 
purposes. See Annex for more details 

Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Importer 4803 2648 1902 2006 1200 954 2276 1751 
 

722 18262 

Exporter 420 2002 2402 3777 1234 962 2244 1596 0.05 722 15358 

 

Table 37. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from Kazakhstan to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

caviar kg P I Importer 
   

0.452 2 
   

0.15 2.602 

   
  Exporter                     

   
W Importer 

   
0.213 

     
0.213 

  
    Exporter                     

  
T I Importer 0.22 1.675 0.03 

    
945 

 
947 

   
  Exporter                     

   
W Importer 13780 19041 6279 2238 1900 4597 203 321 596 48955 

        Exporter 10795 18708 11176 5237 3008     1303   50228 

meat kg T W Importer                     

        Exporter 116000   40000 72429     15000 8200   251629 

specimens - S W Importer 
                  Importer     20             20 
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Table 38.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser stellatus caviar in kg from Kazakhstan and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 14800 20900 19770 26234 11010 10490 - 10637 10637 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 13780 19042 627 3838 3711 13913 203 1266 1250   

Reported by Exporter 10795 18708 11176 6837 7758  1303 1226   

**No quota was communicated to the Secretariat.
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Russian Federation: Exports of the species from the Russian Federation 1999-2010 mainly involved 
caviar, principally to Germany. Since 1999, the Russian Federation has exported about 50.4 tonnes of 
wild-sourced caviar (Tables 39 and 41) with about 42 per cent imported by EU Member States, although 
there have been no wild-sourced caviar imports to the EU since 2004 and the caviar database contained 
no reported exports 2009-2010. Indirect imports of caviar to the EU amounted to about 8.0 tonnes, with 
none since 2005, the main suppliers being the United Arab Emirates and Switzerland (Table 40). Direct 
exports to non-EU countries have been very low since 2004, previously the main importer was the 
United States (Table 15). Annual export quotas have been established for caviar and meat (Tables 42 and 
43), but do not appear to have been exceeded. 

According to an analysis of caviar seizures in the EU 1999-2007 (using data recorded in the EU-TWIX 
database), the main country of origin for caviar seizures was the Russian Federation at 445 kg 
(Engler and Knapp, 2008). The majority of seized caviar did not have information to the species level, 
but “Of the 5% of caviar seizures by mass for which these data were available, the most frequently 
seized caviar products were derived from H. huso, followed by A. stellatus and A. persicus” 
(Engler and Knapp, 2008).  
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Table 39. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from the Russian Federation to EU 27, 1999-2010.  See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2006 2007 Total 

bodies - Q W Importer 
         

    
Exporter 

 
1 

      
1 

caviar kg T O Importer 36.09 
       

36.09 

    
Exporter 

         

   
W Importer 5558 1965 4500 7683 410 1125 

  
21241 

    
Exporter 6148 1527 2693 

     
10369 

egg (live) kg S W Importer 
         

    
Exporter 2.5 

       
2.5 

  
T C Importer 

       
1 1 

    
Exporter 

         live kg T C Importer 
      

1 
 

1 

    
Exporter 

          

Table 40. Indirect exports of Acipenser stellatus originating in the Russian Federation to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. See Annex for more details 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 Total 

caviar kg T O Importer 2300.322 
      

2300.322 

    
Exporter 401.5 

      
401.5 

   
W Importer 3019.646 901.05 600 40 319.153 808.243 23 5711.092 

    
Exporter 1042.08 555 52.8 

 
109.337 32.01 

 
1791.227 

  
- O Importer 

        

    
Exporter 197.738 

      
197.738 

   
W Importer 

        

    
Exporter 6234.92 922.03 600 

 
866.28 1395.298 23.1 10041.628 

 
- T W Importer 

        

    
Exporter 59 

      
59 

live kg T W Importer 48.245 
      

48.245 

    
Exporter 

        Subtotals 
(caviar) 

kg 
  

Importer 5319.968 901.05 600 40 319.153 808.243 23 8011.414 

   
Exporter 7876.238 1477.03 652.8 

 
975.617 1427.308 23.1 12432.093 
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Table 41. Direct exports of Acipenser stellatus from the Russian Federation to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2008 Total 

caviar kg P I Importer 0.54 1.218 1.956 0.565 0.339 
 

0.113 
 

0.4 5.131 

    
Exporter 

          

   
W Importer 

   
0.726 

   
0.028 

 
0.754 

    
Exporter 

          

  
T I Importer 1311 42.231 1229 287 

     
2869 

    
Exporter 

          

   
O Importer 114 

        
114 

    
Exporter 

          

   
W Importer 2931 10345 9467 1315 284 1886 

   
26227 

    
Exporter 9221 7892 8454 

      
25567 

  
- W Importer 0.25 

        
0.25 

    
Exporter 

          
meat kg T I Importer 

 
0.001 

       
0.001 

    
Exporter 

          

   
W Importer 

 
28 

       
28 

    
Exporter 

 
2994 4000 

      
6994 

specimens - - W Importer 87 
        

87 

    
Exporter 

          
Subtotals 
(caviar) 

kg 
  

Importer 4357 10388 10698 1603 284 1886 0.113 0.028 0.4 29217 

   
Exporter 9221 7892 8454 

      
25567 
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Table 42.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser stellatus caviar in kg from the Russian Federation and global 
exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 42000 
28350 

+11000* 25000 16850 13800 8280 8000 - 3500 3540 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 9951 12353 15198 9285 694 3011 0.113 0.028 
   

 

Reported by Exporter 15369 9419 11147 
        

 

* From the Sea of Azov  
** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 
Table 43.  CITES Export quotas for Acipenser stellatus meat in kg from the Russian Federation and global 
exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota - 
72000 

+16000*  17000 80000 90000 90000 60000 - 20000 20250 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 
 

28.001 
         

 

Reported by Exporter 
 

2994 4000 
        

 

* From the Sea of Azov 
** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 

CONSERVATION STATUS in range states 

Acipenser stellatus was reported to inhabit the Caspian, Azov and Black Seas 
(TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Hochleithner and Gessner 2001; 
Carocci, 2004; Qiwei, 2009), with isolated catches recorded in the Adriatic Sea (Shubina et al., 1989; 
Birstein, 1993 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). The biggest population occurs in the Volga-
Caspian region (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Carocci, 2004), with the main feeding grounds in 
the north, although a winter migration to the central and southern areas was also reported 
(Barannikova et al., 1995 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000).  

A. stellatus was categorized as Critically Endangered in the IUCN Red List (Qiwei, 2009), with the 
following justification: 

“The species was known from the Caspian, Black and Aegean Seas. It is now extirpated from the 
Aegean Sea, and in the Black Sea basin the last natural population migrates up the Danube where 
it is heavily overfished. Only very few spawners remain in the rest of the Black Sea basin. The 
Caspian populations are under massive pressure from overfishing (including poaching) and loss 
of spawning sites and the stocks are declining very fast. Almost all migrating spawners are 
poached below the Volgograd dam. Overfishing will soon cause extinction of the natural 
populations. In the immediate future, survival can only depend on stocking and effective fisheries 
management and combating illegal fishing. Based on catch data, and number of individuals 
migrating into the Volga and Ural rivers it is estimated that the species has undergone a 
population decline of at least 80% (possibly close to 100%) in the past three generations (minimum 
estimate of 30 years, possibly up to 40), which is expected to continue. Catch data shows massive 
declines across the species range with a 98% decline between 1980 and 2007 in the Caspian Sea, 
and a 72.5% in four years (2002-2005) in Romania (Danube).” 

The species was also considered to be Critically Endangered by Kottelat and Freyhof (2007). 

Billard and Lecointre (2001) reported that “The stocks have greatly diminished over the last 20 years 
with captures declining from 13,700 t in 1977 to 5,600 t in 1989. In the Ural there were 1,328,000 
migrating individuals in 1977 but only 377,000 in 1988 with 90,000 spawners (number considered as 
critical).” 

Moghim et al. (2006) stated that “The CPUE [catch per unit effort] series in northern and southern 
Caspian Sea provides overwhelming evidence of over exploitation of Stellate [sturgeon].” 
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Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) gave the following information on distribution and abundance: 

“The abundance of this species in the Caspian Sea has been declining over the past decades. In 
particular, this follows from a threefold decrease in the average catch per unit effort revealed by 
trawl surveys taken in the northern part of the sea between 1981 and 1995 […] In the summer of 
2002, this parameter averaged 0.127 ind./10,000 m3 (Vlasenko et al., 2003b), however, looking at the 
average over the 1996-2002 period, the values have even declined further […]. 

In the middle part of the sea, the stellate sturgeon catch per unit effort decreased, on average, by a 
factor of 2.7 in general […] and by a factor of 6 off the coast of Dagestan (Vlasenko et al., 2003b). 
The decrease recorded in the southern part of the sea was even more significant […] 

On the whole, the total estimated number of stellate sturgeons foraging in the Caspian Sea 
decreased from 35.3 x 106 specimens in 1991 to 13.6 x 106 specimens in 1994 and further to 7.3 x 106 
specimens in 2004. This is in agreement with the prognosis made by Vlasenko et al. (2003a; 
2003b).” 

The cause of the population decline was reported to be “illicit commercial fishing in the sea since 1991 
and large-scale poaching, which leads to the removal of the largest mature individuals and almost 
complete elimination of spawners” (Khodorevskaya et al., 2009). Overexploitation and poaching were 
also considered major threats by TRAFFIC International et al. (2000), Qiwei (2009) and 
Kottelat and Freyhof (2007). 

Kottelat and Freyhof (2007) cautioned that “Overfishing at sea for meat and caviar will soon cause 
extinction of the natural populations. In the immediate future, survival can only depend on stocking.” 

The following seizures and prosecutions were reported for A. stellatus in the TRAFFIC Bulletin 1997-
2009 (TRAFFIC, 2009): Russian police confiscated 466 kg of sevruga caviar (A. stellatus) from two of 
the largest supermarket chains in Moscow and surrounding areas in August 2007 and a clampdown 
on illegal caviar in Sweden resulted in 21 tins (including from A. stellatus) being confiscated in 
Uppsala in November 2005. Many more caviar seizures were reported, but the species were not 
specified.   

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) provided the following information on management: 

 “In the former Soviet Union and Iran, strict legislation regarding sturgeon fisheries had been in 
effect for decades until the emergence of the three new independent States in the Caspian Sea 
Basin in 1992 (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan) (De Meulenaer and Raymakers, 1996). 
Current information suggests that amendments of previous regulations and/or adoption of new 
legislation are now in effect in most new range States in the Caspian Sea as well as in Black Sea 
(including the Danube River) and Sea of Azov basins. […] However, enforcement measures 
appear to be lacking and numerous experts as well as government officials have reported an 
increasing pressure of illegal fishing practices and criminal activities surrounding the caviar trade 
in much of the range (Dobbs, 1992; Evtouchenko, 1997; King, 1998; Doward, 2000; Anon, 2000a; 
Ward, 2000a; Ward, 2000b).” 

Qiwei (2009) recommended that “To preserve the commercial importance of Stellate Sturgeon 
population it is necessary to protect the recruitment from natural spawning and increase the 
industrial sturgeon aquaculture. Considering the state of stocks of the Caspian Sea it is necessary for 
all Caspian Sea states to suspend its harvest for commercial purposes.” 

A. stellatus was reviewed in the CITES Review of Significant Trade process 2001-2006 (actions 
summarised in SC54 Doc. 30.1). 

Azerbaijan: TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that: 

 “The range of the species in the Kura River, including spawning grounds, has been reduced to 
about 160 ha due to the construction of the Vavarin reservoir and dam. Waters of this region 
represent important winter feeding grounds, however, lakes of deposited oil and pollutants lie on 
the shore lines of the Caspian and as the sea level rises these ‘lakes’ will be engulfed (Dumont, 
1995). 
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Along the northern and southern coast of Azerbaijan, within the 200-nautical mile Exclusive 
Economic Zone, sturgeon species are caught as by-catch in stationary nets and kilka (Clupeidae) 
fishing devices. Young and adult migrating fish are caught by coastal fisheries when the water 
temperatures change. Young fish make up to 17.7% of the by-catch.” 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “Today, commercial fishing for the stellate sturgeon in the 
Kura River is banned, and these fish are caught only for the purposes of stock enhancement and for 
scientific research (Kuliev and Zarbalieva, 2000).” 

The State institution responsible for sturgeon fishery and processing matters was reported to be the 
State Concern Azerbalyg (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000), and the caviar industry was reported to 
be mainly controlled by the Czech-Azeri consortium TIC HU (Carocci, 2004). Sturgeon fishing 
regulations in Azerbaijan included requirement of a license (since 2000), no fishing in the open sea, a 
closed season in May and a minimum size limit of 90 cm in rivers and 110 cm along the coast 
(Raymakers, 2002). 

At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Mamedli (2006), representing the CITES 
Management Authority of Azerbaijan, reported that “In recent years Azerbaijan has adopted a 
number of legislative documents and laws making it possible to regulate and control the sources of 
this illegal trade, one of the main sources being illegal sturgeon fishing. We have at our disposal a 
‘Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on fishing’, ‘Fishing Regulations’ and ‘Regulations governing sales 
and use of sturgeon’ […] In accordance with the Convention’s recommendations the export and 
trade in export caviar may be carried on in the country only via a single customs crossing point, 
namely Baku airport. Important lines of action in combating illegal trade in caviar continue to be 
combating illegal sturgeon fishing and an initiative to centralise catching and trading in sturgeon and 
its derivatives exclusively in State bodies.” 

Iran (Islamic Republic of): TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that “A. stellatus previously 
entered the Sefidrud and the Gorgan rivers on the southern coast of the Caspian Sea to spawn 
(Shubina et al., 1989). According to Dr. J. Holèik (in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 
September 2000), the species does not occur in these rivers. However, Laluyee (1996) and Ramin (1998 
both cited in Dr M. Pourkazemi, in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, September, 2000), 
maintained that A. stellatus enters the Sefidrud, Tajen and Gorganrud rivers in the southern shores of 
the Caspian Sea to spawn. A. stellatus migrates to the Sefidrud and other rivers during spring and 
autumn, the intensity of spawning being high particularly after heavy rainfall (Dr M. Pourkazemi, in 
litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, September 2000).”  

Based on DNA analysis, Norouzi et al. (2008) identified the presence of at least three A. stellatus 
populations in the South Caspian Sea. They reported that overfishing and ecological changes in the 
Caspian Sea had altered the population structure of the species, and they recommended that the 
genetically distinct population around Sefidud drainage should be given special consideration in 
conservation policy and restocking programs.  

The Iranian sturgeon industry was reported to be the healthiest in the Caspian Sea area  (Speer, 2000; 
Carocci, 2004) with sustainable management of sturgeon stocks and implementation of CITES 
considered to be effective for the conservation of sturgeon resources (Carocci, 2004).  

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that: 

“Export quotas are established on the basis of results of research programmes and the annual 
monitoring of stocks. These activities include the following parameters and activities: Maximum 
Sustainable Yield and total catch, rehabilitation of stocks, management and sustainable 
exploitation through restriction of illegal catch and overfishing. Monitoring fishing efforts and 
regulating the time of catch are also carried out on the basis of research results 
(CITES Management Authority of Iran, in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 24 September 2000). […] 

Additional conservation measures have been undertaken for all sturgeon in the southern shores of 
the Caspian Sea. The fishing permits of more than 6,000 fishermen engaged in fishing using gill 
nets have been bought, and employment for these fishermen has been created in other fishery 
operations regarding catch of kilka and beach seine catch. Coastal patrols have also been 
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strengthened (Dr M. Pourkazemi, in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, 
September 2000).”  

Raymakers (2002) reported that sturgeon fishing regulation in Iran included requirement of a license, 
fishing restricted to a few stations and only in the open season in spring. 

Kazakhstan: The Ural River was reported to provide 1,400 ha of spawning ground and to be of great 
importance as it is the only unregulated river flowing into the Caspian 
(TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) reported that: “From the late 1960s until 1985, fewer stellate sturgeon 
have entered the Volga River [Russian Federation] (approximately 500 000 on average) than the Ural 
River [Kazakhstan] (800 000–1 300 000 […]). The number of stellate sturgeon decreased in the Ural 
River because of overfishing and insufficient annual recruitment, and between 1986 and 1992, stocks 
have declined sharply in both rivers. In 1992, the Ural River population was only one-third of the 
number observed in 1986. The number of spawning fish in the Ural River is critical for the survival of 
this population.” 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “In the waters of Kazakhstan, catches reached a peak of 
9,870 t in 1997 […], but declined thereafter to no more than 90 t per year. After the 1962 moratorium, 
legal catches in the rivers amounted to no more than 170 t.” 

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that: 

 “Commercial sturgeon catch is only allowed in the tributaries of the Caspian Sea, but scientific 
catch is permitted in the open sea with an annual quota of 20 t. Sturgeon fisheries are regulated by 
law. There are two fishing seasons, one during spring spawning and the other during the time of 
winter migration. The exact dates of the fishing seasons vary with the climate and are therefore set 
annually by authorised scientific organisations. As in most former Soviet Republics, “sweep nets” 
(bottom nets that are hauled several times a day) with a minimum mesh size and which are 
marked with the name and address of the owner, are the only legal fishing gear for sturgeon. Each 
fisherman can only set one net at the time. A fishing license is also required. Sturgeon fishing 
grounds (called “tonia”) are limited: there are 12 on the Ural River and 8 on the Kigach River. The 
minimum catch size limit for A. stellatus is 110 cm. The ratio of males and females caught is not 
regulated. The purchase price at the landing site is based on a fixed legal rate of caviar weight 
extracted per female; A. stellatus is set at 15.4% of the total body weight (Anon, 2000b). Annual 
commercial catch quotas are allocated to Kazakhstan by the Intergovernmental Commission for 
Caspian Biological Resources.” 

Russian Federation: The largest populations of A. stellatus were reported to occur in the Caspian 
Sea where they ascend the Volga, Ural and Terek-Kuma rivers to spawn (TRAFFIC International et al., 
2000). This species was also reported to occur in the Sea of Azov, where the spawning population 
ascends the lower sections of the Don and Kuban rivers (Shubina et al., 1989 in: TRAFFIC 
International et al., 2000). There was reported to be no information available on the current status of 
populations in the Sulak and Samur rivers in the Autonomous Republic of Dagestan (TRAFFIC 
International et al., 2000). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) reported that A. stellatus still had natural spawning grounds below the 
Volgograd Dam, with 60% of their historic spawning sites remaining intact. Fewer fish were reported 
to migrate into the Volga rivers than in the past, with small numbers still entering the Terek and 
Sulak rivers to spawn (Khodorevskaya et al. 1997). 

Natural reproduction of A. stellatus in the Volga river declined following construction of the 
Volgograd dam, from 2690 tonnes in 1991 to 1250 tonnes in 1995, mainly due to the reduction of adult 
fish entering upstream spawning ground (Ivanov et al., 1999). Ivanov et al. (1999) cautioned that “The 
drastic decline of the spawning stock biomass in the Volga River system causes great concern about 
the entire stock in the Caspian Sea as this river provides the most important portion of the overall 
recruitment.” 

Such declines in natural reproduction place increasing reliance on juveniles released from hatcheries, 
yet by the mid 1990s, several hatcheries along the Volga river were reported to have closed due to 
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lack of funding and insufficient numbers of broodstock, which led to “a severe decline in the number 
of young fish released and an inability to compensate for the lack of natural reproduction” 
(Graham and Murphy, 2007). 

Dam construction and/or flow regulation was also reported to have restricted access to spawning 
grounds on the Terek and Sulak rivers of the Caspian Sea and the Kuban and Don rivers of the Black 
Sea and Sea of Azov region (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

Habitat degradation may pose a threat to the species, as 100% of eggs taken from A. stellatus in the 
lower Volga in 1989 were found to have anomalous larvae (and thought to be unviable), because of 
poor environmental conditions (Shagaeva et al. 1993 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). However, 
water quality may have improved since the decline of heavy industrial activities in the former USSR 
(TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) and Speer (2000) reported that uncontrolled overfishing and poaching 
were a major threat to sturgeons in the northern part of the Caspian Sea basin, and that political and 
economic instability in Russia had led to a sharp rise in poaching during the early 1990s, at the same 
time as fishery management and enforcement programs collapsed. Speer (2000) reported that “Russia 
officially exported $25 million worth of caviar in 1999, while the value of poached caviar exports was 
estimated at $250 million5.” 

In, 2000 it was reported that fishermen had been unable to find enough sturgeon to meet their quotas 
and that “The Russian State Fisheries Committee reportedly is concerned that diminishing catches 
may compel Russia to ban commercial sturgeon fishing in the northern Caspian Sea by 20026” 
Speer, 2000). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “Before the 1962 moratorium, stellate sturgeon harvested in 
Russian waters did not exceed 3,000 t per year. Thereafter, catches in the Volga increased and reached 
4,680 t in 1986. Since 1991, catches have decreased again because of illicit sea fishing (Pal’gui, 1992) 
and large-scale poaching in rivers.” 

Raymakers (2002) reported that sturgeon fishing regulations in the Russian Federation included 
requirement of a license, no fishing in the open sea,  two closed seasons (from ice melting to 5th June 
and from 1st September to ice formation) and a minimum size limit of 90 cm in rivers and 110 cm in 
coastal waters. She expressed concern that the open season in the Russian part of the Caspian Sea 
basin covered the entire migrating season of sturgeon and that the legal catch was “restricted to the 
Volga Delta and upstream, without leaving one passage to allow for a certain number of adults to 
escape, complete their migration and breed” (Raymakers, 2002). 

Russian catch quotas were reported to be declared by the Federal Government following the 
recommendations of the State Fisheries Committee, made in consensus with an independent council of 
experts (Anon., 2000a in TRAFFIC International et al. 2000). TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) 
reported that “The annual catch quotas or Total Allowable Catches (TACs) allocated by the State 
Fisheries Committee, is based on the recommendations of scientific agencies such as the Russian Federal 
Research Institute of Fisheries and Oceanography (“VNIRO”) and the Pacific Research Institute of 
Fisheries and Oceanography (“TINRO”). The TAC includes the commercial catch, the scientific catch, 
and the catch of mature males and females destined to form hatchery broodstock.” 

At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Vorobjiov (2006) reported that: 

 “In 2004 a framework law On Fisheries and Bioresources Conservation was passed. A model project 
of the Law On Acipenseriformes Conservation was developed. Also, there were developed motions 
for enacting measures aimed at reinforcement of financial liability and penal responsibility for 
people practicing illegal harvesting.[…]  

By order of President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin there was developed a draft 
regulation according to which illegal sturgeon products are to be destroyed. When enacted this 
regulation will help prevent poached products from getting into trade network.[…]  

                                                           
5 The Ottawa Citizen, 11/25/00 
6 Associated Press, “Black caviar exports cut in half,” October 11, 1999 
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Measures taken by control authorities have led to substantial decrease of illegal trade level, 
especially that in black caviar.” 

In an effort to tackle poaching and illegal trade, the Russian government was reported to be bringing the 
caviar trade under state control and stiffening punishments for poachers (TRAFFIC 2008, 
Faulconbridge, 2008). The Russian Federation has also proposed a five year moratorium on sturgeon 
fishing, and has asked the other nations bordering the Caspian Sea to do the same (Rodriguez, 2008). 

Qiwei (2009) reported commercial harvesting of A. stellatus in the Russian Federation had been 
banned since 2005. 
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REVIEW OF FOUR STURGEON SPECIES FROM THE CASPIAN SEA BASIN 
 

ACTINOPTERYGII ACIPENSERIDAE 
 

SPECIES:    Huso huso 

 

SYNONYMS: Acipenser albula, Acipenser brandtii, Acipenser huso, 
Acipenser husoniformis, Acipenser vallisnerii, Huso 
ichthyocolla 

 

COMMON NAMES: Bli turishkurte (Albanian), Bli turishkurter (Albanian), Moruna 

(Bulgarian), Vyza (Czech), Vyza velka (Czech), Hasblas 
(Danish), Visgelatine (Dutch), Beluga (English), European 
Sturgeon (English), Giant Sturgeon (English), Great Sturgeon 
(English), Russian Sturgeon (English), Beluga (Finnish), 
Kitasampi (Finnish), Selvike uimarakosta (Finnish), Beluga 
(French), Grand esturgeon (French), Ichtyocolle (French), 
Europäischer Hausen (German), Hausen (German), 
Hausenblase (German), Husso (German), Akipíssios (Greek), 
Mocuna (Greek), Viza (Hungarian), Mjaldur (Icelandic), 
Sundmaga hlaup (Icelandic), Colla di pesce (Italian), Storione 
ladando (Italian), Gyoko (Japanese), Kyabia (Japanese), 
Belugastør (Norwegian), Husblas (Norwegian), Bieluga z. wyz 
(Polish), Wiz (Polish), Cola de peixe (Portuguese), Esturjâo do 
Cáspio (Portuguese), Esturjão-beluga (Portuguese), Morun 
(Romanian), Beluga (Russian), Kyrpy (Russian), Moruna 
(Serbian), Beluga (Slovene), Beluga (Spanish), Cola de pescado 
(Spanish), Esturión (Spanish), Esturión beluga (Spanish), 
belugastör (Swedish), Hus (Swedish), Husbloss (Swedish), 
husblosstör (Swedish), husstör (Swedish), Mersin morinasi 
(Turkish), Mersinmorinasi (Turkish), Mersinmorinasi baligi 
(Turkish) 

 

RANGE STATES: Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Croatia, (?) Czech Republic (ex), Georgia, 

Hungary, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Italy (ex), Kazakhstan, 
Republic of Moldova, Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia, 
Slovenia (ex?), Turkey, Turkmenistan, Ukraine 

 

RANGE STATE UNDER REVIEW: Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Russian Federation 

 

IUCN RED LIST: Critically Endangered 

 

PREVIOUS EC OPINIONS: Negative opinion for Bulgaria 10/09/1998, followed by a 

positive opinion formed on 22/04/1999. Positive opinion 
removed on 01/01/2007 following accession to the EU. 
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TRADE PATTERNS: 

Azerbaijan: Exports of the species from Azerbaijan 1999-2010 mainly involved caviar but small 
quantities of meat were also traded. Since 2001, Azerbaijan has exported about 2 tonnes of wild-
sourced caviar with about 50 per cent being imported by EU Member States, principally Germany 
and France (Tables 44 and 46). No EU imports were reported in 2006, when there was no quota, or 
2007 (Table 44). The caviar database showed that Azerbaijan exported 41.52 kg of caviar to the EU and 
99.87 kg of caviar to non-EU countries January-February 2009, which fell within the 2008 quota year; 
there have been no reported exports from Azerbaijan since this time. Indirect imports to the EU 
amounted to 711 kg 1999-2008, the main suppliers being the Russian Federation, the United States 
and Switzerland (Table 45). Direct imports by non-EU countries 1999-2010 are shown in Table 46, the 
main importers being the United Arab Emirates and Switzerland.  

Annual export quotas have been established since 1999 and appear to have been exceeded in 2003 and 
2004 (exporters’ data) and 2005 (both exporters’ and importers’ data) (Table 47). 

Table 44. Direct exports of Huso huso from Azerbaijan to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade involved kg of wild-
collected material for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Term Reported by 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2008 Total 

caviar Importer 100 207 151 113 335 91.93 998 

Exporter 100 250 127 172 310 133 1091 

meat Importer 
       

 
Exporter 

  
99.5 

   
99.5 

 

Table 45. Indirect exports of Huso huso originating in Azerbaijan to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All trade 
was in kg of wild-caught caviar for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Reported by 1999 2002 2007 2008 Total 

Importer 433.1 
 

241.188 37.1 711.388 

Exporter 434.1 26 200.354 37.1 697.554 
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Table 46. Direct exports of Huso huso from Azerbaijan to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

bodies - S W Importer 
   

10 
      

10 

 

 

  
Exporter 

           
caviar 

 
P I Importer 

 
1.356 0.565 1.921 1.469 

 
1.243 1.133 0.565 1.339 9.591 

 

 

  
Exporter 

           

 

 

 
W Importer 

  
1.13 0.339 

  
0.226 

 
0.565 

 
2.26 

 

 

  
Exporter 

 
56 

        
56 

 

 
T I Importer 

   
20 

  
0.226 

   
20.226 

 

 

  
Exporter 

           

 

 

 
W Importer 0.678 

 
137 61.2 218 93 154 

 
290 62.676 1016 

 

 

  
Exporter 

 
89.8 46.8 82.03 435 120 63.2 

 
300 153.89* 1290 

meat 
 

T W Importer 
            

 
Exporter 

     
666 

    
666 

specimens 
 

S W Importer 
          

10 

 

 
Exporter 

   
10 

       *Includes exports in Jan-Feb 2009 from 2008 quota. 

 

Table 47.  CITES Export quotas for Huso huso caviar in kg from Azerbaijan and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 434 - 520 530 400 250 250 - 300 300 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 3 1 239 291 370 206 491 1 291 156   

Reported by Exporter  1468 147 332 562 291 373  300 287*   

*Includes exports in Jan-Feb 2009 from 2008 quota. 

**No quota was communicated to the Secretariat. 
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Iran (Islamic Republic of): Exports of the species from Iran mainly involved caviar but quantities 
of meat, skins and swim bladders were also traded. Since 1999, Iran has exported over 16 tonnes of 
wild-sourced caviar, with about 80 per cent imported by EU Member States, principally France and 
Germany (Tables 48 and 50). During the same period Iran exported 180 tonnes of meat, of which 88 
per cent was imported by the EU, principally Italy and Spain. No EU imports of caviar were reported 
in 2006 when there was no quota (Table 48), the caviar database contained no reported exports 2009-
2010. There was a reported import of 10 tonnes of meat reported by Italy in 2006 but it is likely to 
have been on a permit issued by Iran in late 2005. Indirect imports to the EU amount to just under 
500 kg of caviar, the main suppliers being Switzerland and the United Arab Emirates (Table 49). 
Direct trade to non-EU countries 1999-2010 indicate the main importer was Switzerland (Table 50).  

Annual export quotas for caviar have been established since 1999 and appear to have been exceeded 
in 1999 (both exporters’ and importers’ data) and 2000 (exporters’ data) (Table 52). Importers’ data 
suggest that the quota may have also been exceeded by 25 kg in 2007 (Table 51). Export quotas have 
also been established for meat since 2001 for wild-caught animals and since 2003 for aquaculture 
production. It appears that the meat quota was exceeded in 2004.  

Mean import prices (without tax) of H. huso caviar from Iran were reported to have increased from 
US$863 per kg in 2002 to US$4290 per kg in 2005 (Lugwig 2008). 
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Table 48. Direct exports of Huso huso from Iran to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade involved wild-collected material. See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Reported by  1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008  Total 

bodies - T Importers 
    

1 
     

1 

      Exporters         1           1 

caviar kg P Importers 
           

  
  Exporters       0.5   1         1.5 

  
T Importers 2323 1498 1864 2033 2098 804 542 

 
957 450 12569 

      Exporters 2683 2966 1764 2084 2053 695         12245 

meat kg Q Importers 29 
         

29 

  
  Exporters                       

  
T Importers 43188 42606 10400 17193 14649 19489 

 
10000 

 
1500 159024 

      Exporters 87819 36030 21580 13708 9750 100         168986 

skins ft2 T Importers 
           

 
    Exporters   11.5 5               16.5 

 
- T Importers 

   
20 

      
20 

      Exporters       20 60           80 

swim bladders kg T Importers 30 78 78 
       

186 

      Exporters 100   78               178 

 

Table 49. Indirect exports of Huso huso originating in Iran to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All trade was in wild-caught material for commercial purposes. See Annex for 
more details. 

Term Units Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2006 2007 Total 

caviar kg Importer 240 95.95 10.368 10.85 20.707 5.5 68 36.343 488 

  
Exporter 262 109 13.788 28.686 39.52 5.25 68 43.128 570 

skins - Importer 
      

86 
 

86 

  
Exporter 

      
86 

 
86 
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Table 50. Direct exports of Huso huso from Iran to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010. All trade was in wild-caught specimens. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

caviar kg P I Importer 
    

1 
 

1.332 0.65 5.106 1.275 9.363 

  
 

 
Exporter 

           

  
 W Importer 

 
1.75 

  
0.72 

  
0.586 0.1 

 
3.156 

  
 

 
Exporter 

   
10 0.6 

     
10.6 

  
S W Importer 

   
2.5 

      
2.5 

  
 

 
Exporter 

   
2.5 

      
2.5 

  
T I Importer 

 
250 

       
0.1 250 

  
 

 
Exporter 

           

  
 W Importer 1395 512 354 456 320 135 154 0.1 63 

 
3389 

  
 

 
Exporter 847 488 318 545 513 95 18 

   
2823 

meat kg  W Importer 406 3075.64 4668 3972.95 2000 4215 
 

2000 
  

20338 

  
 

 
Exporter 2354 3422 3516 3515 4000 

     
16807 

skins -  W Importer 
      

116 
   

116 

  
 

 
Exporter 
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Table 51.  CITES Export quotas for Huso huso caviar in kg from Iran and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 3000 3000 3950 2950 2130 1065 1065 - 1000 1000 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 3718 2262 2218 2491 2420 939 698 1 1025 451   

Reported by Exporter 3530 3454 2082 2641 2566 791 18   450   

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 

Table 52.  CITES Export quotas for Huso huso meat in kg from Iran and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota (W) - - 75000 60000 26600 13300 - - 16385 16385 0 0** 

Quota (C) - - - - 10000 10000 40000 40000 16385 50000 -  

Reported by Importer (W) 43623 45681 15068 21167 16649 23704 12000  1500   

Reported by Exporter (W) 90173 39452 25096 17223 13750 100      

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 
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Kazakhstan: Exports of the species from Kazakhstan mainly involve caviar but meat is also traded. 
Since 1999, Kazakhstan has exported about 24.1 tonnes of wild-sourced caviar, of which about 20 per 
cent was imported by EU Member States, principally by Germany in 2005 and 2008. Kazakhstan  
reported the export of five tonnes of meat to Latvia in 2001, but a corresponding import was not 
reported by Latvia. Full trade information for direct imports to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008 is given 
in Table 53. Indirect imports involved small amounts mostly imported from Switzerland, Turkey, 
United Arab Emirates and the United States (Table 54, see Annex for more details). 

Direct imports by non-EU countries between 1999 and 2008 are shown in Table 55, the main importers 
being the United States up to 2005, and Turkey and the United Arab Emirates subsequently. 

Annual export quotas for both caviar and meat have been established since 2000 (Tables 56 and 57). 
The caviar quota appears to have been exceeded in 2001 (both importers’ and exporters’ data) and 
2005 (importers’ data). The quotas for meat do not appear to have been exceeded. 

Table 53. Direct exports of Huso huso from Kazakhstan to EU 27, 1999-2010.  All trade involved kg of wild-
collected material for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Term Reported by 2001 2004 2005 2008 Total 

meat Importer 
     

 
Exporter 5000 

   
5000 

caviar Importer 
 

132 4203 620 4955 

Exporter 
 

612 
 

620 1232 

 

Table 54. Indirect exports of Huso huso originating in Kazakhstan to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All trade 
was in kg of wild-caught caviar for commercial purposes. See Annex for more details. 

Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

Importer 576 282 2.11 5.37 2 115 261 
 

1087 2331 

Exporter 1.78 232 16.3 12.5 4 273 140 0.03 1087 1766 
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Table 55. Direct exports of Huso huso from Kazakhstan to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Source Purpose Reported by  1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008  Total 

caviar kg I P Importers 
   

1.365 
    

0.224 1.2 2.789 

   
  Exporters                       

   
T Importers 

  
582 

       
582 

  
    Exporters                       

  
W P Importers 

        
0.5 

 
0.5 

   
  Exporters                       

   
T Importers 116 5546 7392 2394 457 77 400 199 530 666 17777 

   
  Exporters   6779 7136 3473 1084 81.094     950   19502 

   
- Importers 750.91 

         
751 

        Exporters                       

meat kg W T Importers 
                   Exporters       2100 36610     15000 4084   57794 

specimens - W S Importers 
                   Exporters       20             20 

Subtotals (caviar)     Importers 867 5546 7974 2395 457 77 400 199 531 667 19113 

        Exporters   6779 7136 3473 1084 81.094     950   19502 
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Table 56.  CITES Export quotas for Huso huso caviar in kg from Kazakhstan and global exports, reported by 
importer and exporter. 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 8300 4200 5956 8531 2360 2600 - 1761 1761 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 5546 7974 2395 457 209 4603 199 531 1288   

Reported by Exporter 6779 7136 3473 1084 693  950 950   

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 

Table 57.  CITES Export quotas for Huso huso meat in kg from Kazakhstan and global exports, reported by 
importer and exporter. 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 56000 27900 25650 52100 52100 27500 - 21900 21900 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer        

Reported by Exporter  5000 2100 36610 15000 4084    

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 

Russian Federation: Exports of the species from the Russian Federation 1999-2008 were 
predominantly of wild-sourced caviar, mainly imported by Germany and Poland (Table 58). Since 1999 
the Russian Federation has exported about 7.9 tonnes of wild-sourced caviar with about 57 per cent 
imported by EU Member States, although there have been no caviar imports to the EU since 2004. 
Indirect imports of caviar amounted to about 1.8 tonnes, with none since 2005 (Table 59, see Annex for 
more details). The main suppliers to the EU were the United Arab Emirates and Switzerland. Direct 
exports to non-EU countries have been very low since 2004, previously the main importer was the 
United States (Table 60). Annual export quotas have been established for caviar and meat 
(Tables 61 & 62), but do not appear to have been exceeded. 

According to an analysis of caviar seizures in the EU 1999-2007 (using data recorded in the EU-TWIX 
database), the main country of origin for caviar seizures was the Russian Federation at 445 kg 
(Engler and Knapp, 2008). The majority of seized caviar did not have information to the species level, 
but “Of the 5% of caviar seizures by mass for which these data were available, the most frequently 
seized caviar products were derived from H. huso, followed by A. stellatus and A. persicus” 
(Engler and Knapp, 2008).  
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Table 58. Direct exports of Huso huso from the Russian Federation to EU 27, 1999-2010.  See Annex for more details. 

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 Total 

caviar kg T O Importer 24.821 
     

24.821 

    
Exporter 

       

   
W Importer 609 14.938 1254 220 672 63.79 2834 

    
Exporter 117 566 851 

   
1535 

  
- I Importer 

     
1.5 1.5 

    
Exporter 

       live - Z C Importer 
    

14 
 

14 

Exporter 
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Table 59. Indirect exports of Huso huso caviar originating in Russian Federation to EU 27 between 1999 and 2008. All trade was in kg. See Annex for more details. 

Exporter Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2003 2004 2005 Total 

Switzerland T W Importer 
 

45.43 59.429 
 

105 

   
Exporter 

     

 
- W Importer 

     

   
Exporter 577 40.887 35 

 
653 

Turkey T O Importer 
     

   
Exporter 80 

   
80 

Ukraine - I Importer 
   

31.5 31.5 

   
Exporter 

     United Arab Em. T O Importer 19.354 
   

19.354 

   
Exporter 

     

  
W Importer 1644 

   
1644 

   
Exporter 

     United States T W Importer 57.45 
   

57.45 

   
Exporter 57.95 

   
57.95 

Unknown - I Importer 
   

2.5 2.5 

   
Exporter 

      

Table 60. Direct exports of Huso huso from Russian Federation to countries other than the EU 27, 1999-2010.  

Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

egg (live) kg T C Importer 
         

20 20 

    
Exporter 

           

 
- Z C Importer 250000 

         
250000 

    
Exporter 

           caviar kg P I Importer 
 

4.198 1.726 0.735 1.246 1.178 5.09 9.353 1.602 1.165 26.293 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 

  
0.226 1.176 0.733 0.113 2.141 3.285 0.919 

 
8.593 

    
Exporter 

           

  
T C Importer 1 

         
1 

    
Exporter 

           

   
I Importer 284 28 186 

 
0.678 

 
5.45 

   
504 
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Term Units Purpose Source Reported by 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 1126 2125 374 689 

 
194 0.226 

   
4508 

    
Exporter 334 1605 1369 

       
3308 

  
- W Importer 2.35 2 

        
4.35 

    
Exporter 

           meat kg T I Importer 
 

0.001 
        

0.001 

    
Exporter 

           

   
W Importer 

           

    
Exporter 

 
787 2000 

       
2787 

 
- T W Importer 

 
37 

        
37 

    
Exporter 

           specimens - - W Importer 20 
         

20 

    
Exporter 

           Subtotals 
(caviar) 

kg 
  

Importer 251433 2196 562 691 2.657 196 12.907 12.638 2.521 21.165 255129 

   
Exporter 334 2392 3369 

       
6095 

 



Huso huso        

 
 
 

73 

Table 61.  CITES Export quotas for Huso huso caviar in kg from Russian Federation and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota 3000 3500 3800 1800 2500 800 600 - 700 700 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 2047 2170 1814 910 674 260 7.817 3.285 0.919 
 

 

Reported by Exporter 451 2172 2220 
     

 

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 

 

Table 62.  CITES Export quotas for Huso huso meat in kg from Russian Federation and global exports, reported by importer and exporter. 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Quota - 13000 14000 5000 - 5000 2000 - - 9000 0** 0** 

Reported by Importer 
 

0.001 
        

 

Reported by Exporter 
 

786.6 2000 
       

 

** No export quota communicated to the Secretariat. 
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CONSERVATION STATUS in range states 

Huso huso is the largest species of sturgeon, with some adults reaching 100 years of age and more than 
1,000 kg in weight (Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Carocci, 2004). Caviar made from its unfertlised eggs 
is the most expensive of all caviars, with a kilogram selling for up to US$8,000 (Doukakis et al., 2010) 
Caviar from centenary H. huso (Almas) was reported to reach up to US$24,000 per kg (Vogue, 2002 in: 
Carocci, 2004). 

The species was historically widespread, inhabiting the Caspian Sea, Black Sea, Adriatic Sea and the 
Sea of Azov (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Kottelat et al., 2009). It is 
now believed extinct in the Adriatic Sea, with populations in the Sea of Azov composed entirely of 
hatchery-raised fish (Birstein et al., 1997; TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Billard and Lecointre, 
2001). Within the Caspian Sea, its main feeding grounds are in the north in summer and the south in 
winter (Barannikova et al., 1995 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). The species spends most of its 
life in large brackish water bodies of the Caspian and Black Seas, swimming upstream to freshwater 
rivers to spawn (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000; Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Carocci, 2004).  

H. huso was categorized as Critically Endangered in the IUCN Red List (Kottelat et al., 2009), with the 
following justification: 

“The species was historically known from the Caspian, Black, Azov and Adriatic Sea basins. It has 
been extirpated from the Adriatic (in the early 1970s, Gessner pers. comm.) and Azov Seas due to 
overfishing and loss of spawning sites due to dams. As the species is very long lived, individuals 
can still be caught in areas where their spawning sites have been cut off. The last wild population 
in the Black Sea basin migrates up the Danube river. All other Black Sea stocks are almost 
extirpated due to overfishing and impoundment of spawning rivers. In the Caspian basin, the last 
wild population migrates up the River Ural. The Volga population depends on stocking as the 
construction of Volgograd dam led to the loss of almost all of the species spawning sites in the 
river. Most of the few recorded females are in their first year of maturation. Based on catch data, 
and number of recorded spawning individuals it is estimated that the species has seen a wild 
native population decline of over 90% in the past three generations (a minimum of 60 years) and 
overfishing for meat and caviar will soon cause global extinction of the remaining natural wild 
populations. In the immediate future, survival can only depend on stocking and effective fisheries 
management and combating illegal fishing. Range states are also encouraged to provide protection 
to the species spawning and feeding grounds.” 

The species was also considered to be Critically Endangered by Kottelat and Freyhof (2007). 

H. huso was listed as Threatened under the Endangered Species Act by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service in 2004, with a ban on U.S. imports of beluga caviar and meat from the Caspian Sea in 
September 2005 and from the Black Sea in October 2005 (Burton, 2005). 

Whilst population sizes of all Eurasian sturgeons have declined, the situation was reported to be most 
critical for H. huso (Ludwig, 2008). Both the number of spawning individuals and catches of H. huso in 
the Caspian Sea have declined dramatically in recent years (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; 
Ivanov et al., 1999; Pikitch et al., 2005; Ludwig, 2008; Khodorevskaya et al., 2009; Kottelat et al., 2009).  
Furthermore, 90 percent of the spawning grounds were reported to have been lost, with more than 
90 percent of H. huso now originating from hatcheries (Barannikova et al., 1995 in: 
TRAFFIC International et al., 2000).   

The species was reported to have fewer spawning fish migrating into the Volga and Ural rivers, and 
to no longer use the Kura, Terek and Sulak rivers (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997). Artificial propagation 
was reported not to completely compensate for the loss of natural reproduction, as H. huso 
populations continue to decline, even though harvest levels do not exceed 0.1% of the number of 
individuals released (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) gave the following information on distribution and abundance: 

“Characterization of the seasonal distribution of beluga in the northern part of the Caspian Sea has 
become increasingly difficult because of the rapid decline of the population in recent years and the 
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associated small sample size in surveys […] Catches of this species during trawl surveys between 
2002 and 2004 yielded no more than 35 specimens per year […] 

The situation of the beluga stocks in the central and southern parts of the sea is no better. Trawl 
surveys of 1991 and 1994 provided evidence for their decline, irrespective of the season. The total 
abundance estimates of these fish decreased from 21.3 x 106 individuals in the late 1980s to 
8.9 x 106 individuals in 1994 (Pal'gui, 1992; Khodorevskaya et al., 2000a; 2000b; 2000c; 2000d; 2001a; 
2001b). Against the background of this long-term trend, a slight increase in their abundance to 
11.6 x 106 ind. was recorded in 2002. 

The average beluga catch per unit effort in summer has decreased over the past decade in all parts 
of the Caspian Sea. […] 

The distribution pattern of belugas in the summer of 2004 provided evidence for further decrease 
in their intensity of occurrence […] These fish were either absent or occurred as single individuals 
almost throughout the sea area surveyed by trawling beginning from the 1970s. Small, low-density 
aggregations were recorded only in eastern regions of the northern part […] the largest catches 
were made near the Ural Trough and southeast Ukatnyi Island. In the northern part of the sea, 
belugas foraged south of the drop-off zones near the Sukhobelinskii sandbank and Khokhlatski 
braid bar in the central region and in such a zone near Setny brad bar in the western region. On 
the Azerbaijan shelf, only two belugas were caught in the southern part of the sea.  

In the southern part, only three belugas were caught during the surveys in the eastern regions, off 
the coast of Iran.” 

Pikitch et al. (2005) reported that “abundance estimates generated through sea trawl studies 
conducted by range states in compliance with CITES resolutions suggest large population sizes and 
increasing abundance. Independent review of the studies could not replicate the findings, suggesting 
erroneous calculations overestimating abundance (Pikitch and Lauck, unpublished data in: 
Pearce, 2003). Alternative calculations indicate dangerously small populations of beluga and harvest 
quotas equivalent to removal of nearly all mature individuals (Pikitch and Lauck unpublished data 
in: Ginsberg, 2002). Current, accepted population assessments are still unavailable.”  

H. huso was reported to be threatened by overfishing, poaching, loss of spawning habitats due to dam 
construction and pollution (Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Carocci, 2004; Graham and Murphy, 2007; 
Khodorevskaya et al., 2009; Kottelat et al., 2009). Overfishing, including poaching, was reported to 
have been historically more intensive than for other sturgeon species due to the particularly high 
value of Beluga caviar (Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Carocci, 2004), and life-history characteristics, 
such as late maturation, were reported to make the species particularly sensitive to overfishing 
(Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Graham and Murphy, 2007). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “A major proportion of belugas have been foraging in the 
coastal zone, which is exposed to the strongest impact of poaching. Since 1999, however, the 
proportion of mature fish among them has increased due to contribution of generations of the 1980s 
to recruitment and, in part, to measures reducing poaching.” 

The following seizures and prosecutions were reported for H. huso in the TRAFFIC Bulletin 1997-2009 
(TRAFFIC, 2009): Russian guards arrested two Dagestan residents attempting to smuggle 54 caviar 
bearing sturgeon (including nine H. huso) out of the vicinity of the Caspian Sea in August 2001; a 
shipment of 171kg of caviar (mostly beluga caviar from H. huso but mislabelled as ossetra and 
sevruga caviar) was intercepted at a US airport in January 2001; Russian police confiscated 1833 kg of 
beluga caviar (H. huso) from two of the largest supermarket chains in Moscow and surrounding areas 
in August 2007; a clampdown on illegal caviar in Sweden resulted in 21 tins (including from H. huso) 
being confiscated in Uppsala in November 2005; and UK Border Agency officers seized 2 kg of beluga 
caviar (H. huso) imported from Turkey in February 2009 (although DNA forensic testing revealed it 
was actually from Acipenser baerii). Many more caviar seizures were reported, but the species were not 
specified.   

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) provided the following information on management of the 
species: 
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 “In the former Soviet Union and Iran, strict sturgeon fishery legislation had been in effect for 
decades until the emergence of the three new independent States in the Caspian Sea Basin in 1992 
(Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan) (De Meulenaer and Raymakers, 1996). Current 
information suggests that amendments of previous regulations and/or adoption of new legislation 
are now in effect in most new range States in the Caspian Sea as well as in Black Sea (including the 
Danube River) and Sea of Azov basins. However, enforcement measures appear to be lacking and 
numerous experts as well as government officials have reported an increasing pressure of illegal 
fishing practices and criminal activities surrounding the caviar trade in much of the range 
(Dobbs, 1992; Evtouchenko, 1997; King, 1998; Doward, 2000; Anon, 2000a; Ward, 2000a; Ward, 
2000b).” 

Speer (2000) stated that “With the exception of Iran, Caspian Sea fishing nations lack the resources to 
implement and enforce effective sturgeon management programs.” 

Graham and Murphy (2007) reported that H. huso was heavily fished and poorly managed 
throughout the Caspian Sea region and that “Although many states that allow fishing in the Caspian 
Sea say that domestic trade is extremely regulated, not all regulations are enforced 
(Raymakers, 2002b). Organized enforcement has been difficult due to the lack of cooperation among 
countries; as a result illegal harvest, large-scale poaching, and illegal trade have increased 
(USFWS, 2002).” 

Several authors raised concern over minimum size limits being set too low, permitting the take of 
sub-adult fish that have yet to spawn (USFWS, 2002; Raymakers, 2002a; Graham and Murphy, 2007, 
Doukakis et al., 2010). The average size of first spawning was reported to be 200 cm 
(Billard and Lecointre, 2001; Raymakers, 2002a), whilst national minimum size requirements range 
from 165 to 180 cm (Raymakers, 2002a). Graham and Murphy (2007) also reported that H. huso show 
no external sexual dimorphism, hence “Similarity between the sexes results in many male sturgeon 
being mistakenly killed during attempts to harvest caviar, which even further reduces the viability of 
populations.”   

H. huso was previously included in the CITES Review of Significant Trade process 2001-2006 (actions 
summarised in SC54 Doc. 30.1). The species was discussed again at the 23rd meeting of the Animals 
Committee 2008), and the Animals Committee recommended that the Secretariat and the range States 
provide a document at the 24th meeting of the Animals Committee, with detailed scientific 
information. A questionnaire was subsequently sent to the range States of Huso huso requesting a 
response by 31 October 2008. No response was received from Azerbaijan, Iran or Kazakhstan, and at 
the 24th meeting of the Animals Committee, April 2009 (AC24 Doc. 7.5) and H. huso was selected for 
inclusion in the Review of Significant Trade process for a second time (AC24 Summary Record).  

Azerbaijan: The coastal waters of Azerbaijan were reported to be important winter feeding grounds 
for H. huso (CITES Management Authority of Azerbaijan, in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 18 September 
2000 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). The Vavarin reservoir on the Kura River was reported to 
prevent H. huso from accessing spawning grounds, and the restocking programme initiated by the 
former Soviet Union in the 1960s was reported to have been particularly important for H. huso, with 
three hatcheries built in the lower Kura River (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

Possible threats specific to Azerbaijan were reported to be lakes of oil deposited in industrial regions 
(Dumont, 1995 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000) and H. huso caught as by-catch along the 
northern and southern coast (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “The harvest of beluga in Azerbaijan reached a peak of 
3,020 t in 1937 and dropped abruptly during World War II […]. After the 1962 moratorium, by-
catches remained insignificant, varying from 5 to 50 t per year.” 

The State institution responsible for sturgeon fishery and processing matters was reported to be the 
State Concern Azerbalyg (TRAFFIC International et al., 2000), and the caviar industry was reported to 
be mainly controlled by the Czech-Azeri consortium TIC HU (Carocci, 2004). Sturgeon fishing 
regulations in Azerbaijan included requirement of a license (since 2000), no fishing in the open sea, a 
closed season in May and a minimum size limit of 165 cm in the Kura River and 180 cm in coastal 
waters (Raymakers, 2002a). 
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At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Mamedli (2006), representing the CITES 
Management Authority of Azerbaijan, reported that “In recent years Azerbaijan has adopted a 
number of legislative documents and laws making it possible to regulate and control the sources of 
this illegal trade, one of the main sources being illegal sturgeon fishing. We have at our disposal a 
‘Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on fishing’, ‘Fishing Regulations’ and ‘Regulations governing sales 
and use of sturgeon’ […] In accordance with the Convention’s recommendations the export and 
trade in export caviar may be carried on in the country only via a single customs crossing point, 
namely Baku airport. Important lines of action in combating illegal trade in caviar continue to be 
combating illegal sturgeon fishing and an initiative to centralise catching and trading in sturgeon and 
its derivatives exclusively in State bodies.” 

Iran (Islamic Republic of): TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) provided the following information 
on distribution: 

“Razavi (1988) notes that H. huso enters the Sefidrud, Tajen and Gorganrud rivers in the southern 
shores of the Caspian Sea for spawning. […] It migrates during February to April, but sometimes 
is also seen in these rivers during the autumn months. However, Dr J. Holcík (in litt. to IUCN/SSC 
Wildlife Trade Programme, September 2000) maintains that the Mangil Dam on the Sefidrud River 
prevents sturgeon from entering this river where all spawning grounds have been destroyed due 
to heavy pollution and water extraction (pumping). Hensel and Holcík (1997) suggest that H. huso 
no longer use the Sulak River for spawning. According to Dr M. Pourkazemi (in litt. to IUCN/SSC 
Wildlife Trade Programme, 25 September 2000), among the Mangil Dam and other dams 
constructed on the Sefidrud River, there is a remaining distance of 45 km from the dam closest to 
the estuary, and fish are still observed entering the river to spawn.”  

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that: 

“Export quotas are established on the basis of results of research programmes and annual 
monitoring of stocks. These activities include the following parameters and activities: Maximum 
Sustainable Yield and total catch, rehabilitation of stocks, management and sustainable 
exploitation through restricting illegal catch and overfishing. Monitoring fishing efforts and 
regulating the time of catch are also carried out on the basis of research results 
(CITES Management Authority of Iran, in litt. to TRAFFIC Europe, 24 September 2000). […] 

Considering the biological and commercial importance of this species, catch of H. huso has been 
banned in some of the provinces for more than five years. Additional conservation measures have 
been taken for all sturgeon species in the southern shores of the Caspian Sea; banning the use of 
gillnets in the Caspian Sea has been effective in conserving the stocks of H. huso 
(Dr M. Pourkazemi, in litt. to IUCN/SSC Wildlife Trade Programme, September 2000).”  

Speer (2000) reported that “The one relatively bright spot for sturgeon in the Caspian Sea is the 
Iranian fishery that operates in the southern part of the Caspian Sea. The Iranian Fishery Organization 
(IFO), or Shilat, is the government institution that controls the sturgeon fishery and caviar trade 
(De Meulenaer and Raymakers, 1996). Only about 5 percent of the Iranian catch is beluga sturgeon 
(TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). Iranian sturgeon fisheries are tightly controlled and generally 
thought to be well managed (TRAFFIC, 1997). Despite their controlled system, Iran does not have 
important spawning grounds for sturgeon and therefore has limited ability to restore threatened 
Caspian Sea sturgeon.” 

Carocci (2004) reported that “Iranian authorities appear to be positive about the contribution of CITES 
to the sturgeon and caviar industry. According to a Shilat representative, smuggling decreased 
dramatically as a consequence of the CITES listing and the tightening of controls on exports of caviar 
and other sturgeon products (Shilat, Pers. Comm.).”  

Raymakers (2002a) reported that sturgeon fishing regulation in Iran included requirement of a 
license, fishing restricted to a few stations and only in the open season in spring. 

Kazakhstan: H. huso was reported to spawn naturally in the Ural River, Kazakhstan, as there are no 
dams on this river and spawning sites have remained intact (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; 
Billard and Lecointre, 2001). Since 1979, the numbers and biomass of H. huso entering the Ural were 
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reported to have exceeded those entering the Volga (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997). However 
Billard and Lecointre (2001) noted that whilst the Ural’s population remained abundant, stricter 
regulation of fishing was needed. 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “In Kazakhstan, beluga catches in the early 1930s did not 
exceed 1,000 t per year […]. After the 1962 moratorium at sea, this species was harvested in the Ural 
River at a rate of about 400-600 t per year. The spawning stock in this river has decreased since 1987, 
and the annual average catch at present does not exceed 50 t.” 

Doukakis et al. (2010) reported that “Landings of beluga sturgeon in the Ural River peaked at over 
750 t in the mid 1960s and decreased to 27 t in 2007 (Mamina 1995; unpublished data of the Research 
and Production Center of Fish Industry). As of 2002, 2500 beluga sturgeon spawned in the Ural River, 
whereas historically tens of thousands spawned there annually.” 

Possible threats specific to Kazakhstan were reported to be pollution from oil fields, especially the 
Tengiz oil field (Sagers, 1994 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000) and radioactive contamination 
from a nuclear reactor (Dumont, 1995 in: TRAFFIC International et al., 2000). 

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) was reported that: 

“Commercial sturgeon catch is only allowed in the tributaries of the Caspian Sea. However, 
scientific catch is permitted in the open sea with an annual quota of 20 t (Anon, 2000b).  

Sturgeon fisheries are regulated by law. There are two fishing seasons, one during spring 
spawning and the other during winter migration. The exact dates of the fishing seasons vary with 
the climate and are therefore set annually by the authorised scientific research organisations. As in 
most former Soviet Republics, the only legal fishing gear for sturgeon are “sweep nets” (bottom 
nets that are hauled several times a day) with a minimum mesh size and each being marked with 
the name and address of the owner. Each fisherman can only set one net at the time. A fishing 
license is required. Sturgeon fishing grounds (“tonia”) are limited: there are twelve on the Ural 
River and eight on the Kigach River. The minimum size limit for H. huso is 180 cm. The ratio of 
males and females caught is not regulated. The purchase price at the landing site is based on a 
fixed legal rate of caviar weight extracted per female; H. huso is set at 19.4% of the total body 
weight. 

Annual commercial catch quotas are allocated to Kazakhstan by the Intergovernmental 
Commission for Caspian Biological Resources which meets annually in Astrakhan.” 

In a recent analysis of the population status and current levels of fishing of H. huso in the Ural River, 
Doukakis et al. (2010) advised that harvest rates were 4-5 times higher than rates that would sustain 
population abundance. They noted that the Ural River fishery was dominated by first-time spawners, 
and recommended that yield per recruitment would be maximised by raising minimum size limits 
and reducing illegal take of subadults. Overall, they concluded that “reducing mortality of subadults 
and adult wild fish is a more effective conservation strategy than hatchery supplementation.”  

Russian Federation: TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) gave the following information on 
distribution:  

“The largest population is believed to occur in the Volga River (Vlasenko, 1990). Levin (1997) 
estimated that the spawning population entering the Volga in recent years is approximately 8,000-
9,000 individuals, up to 25% of which are female. The decline in commercial catches from this 
region (northern Caspian Sea) from 2,650 t in the 1970s to 460 t in 1993, reflect a decline in the 
population. Recent information suggests that H. huso no longer use the Terek River 
(Khodorevskaya et al., 1997). In the Sea of Azov, some natural spawning grounds are no longer 
accessible due to the construction of dams on the Don and Kuban rivers (Anon., 2000b). The 
biomass of Beluga in the Sea of Azov, was estimated to be around 1,770 t in the mid-1980s, before a 
mass die-off of various sturgeon species (Volovik et al., 1993).” 

Natural reproduction of H. huso in the Volga river declined following construction of the Volgograd 
dam (Khodorevskaya et al., 1997; Ivanov et al., 1999), with the amount of spawners harvested annually 
decreasing from 630 tonnes in 1991 to 140 tonnes in 1995 (Ivanov et al., 1999). Ivanov et al. (1999) 
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cautioned that “The drastic decline of the spawning stock biomass in the Volga River system causes 
great concern about the entire stock in the Caspian Sea as this river provides the most important 
portion of the overall recruitment.” 

Such declines in natural reproduction place increasing reliance on artificial reproduction, yet by the 
mid 1990s, several hatcheries along the Volga river were reported to have closed due to lack of 
funding and insufficient numbers of broodstock, which led to “a severe decline in the number of 
young fish released and an inability to compensate for the lack of natural reproduction” (Graham and 
Murphy, 2007). 

On a Russian website, the subspecies Huso huso maeoticus from the Sea of Azov was classified as an 
endangered subspecies (Rarity: 1) and it was reported that reliable data on current population size 
were unavailable, although adults were considered rare, with 98% of the population consisting of 
young  (Sokolov, 2010). The main reasons for the sharp decline in numbers were reported to be the 
total loss of natural spawning grounds and small spawning population, the low efficiency of artificial 
reproduction because of a shortage of producers, and overfishing in the rivers and sea up to the mid 
1980s (Sokolov, 2010). The native subpopulation was also reported to be threatened by the release of 
fertilized eggs of the Caspian subspecies into the Sea of Azov in the 1970s. Fishing for sturgeon in the 
Sea of Azov was reported to have been banned since 1986, with the exception of capturing producers 
for artificial breeding (Sokolov, 2010). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (1997) and Speer (2000) reported that uncontrolled overfishing and poaching 
were a major threat to sturgeons in the northern part of the Caspian Sea basin, and that political and 
economic instability in Russia had led to a sharp rise in poaching during the early 1990s, at the same 
time as fishery management and enforcement programs collapsed. Speer (2000) reported that “Russia 
officially exported $25 million worth of caviar in 1999, while the value of poached caviar exports was 
estimated at $250 million7.” In 2000, it was reported that fishermen had been unable to find enough 
sturgeon to meet their quotas (Speer, 2000). 

Khodorevskaya et al. (2009) reported that “Before the 1962 fishery ban, this species was traditionally 
harvested in the northern part of the Caspian Sea, along the coasts in the central and southern parts, 
as well as in rivers.  Russian catches were relatively stable, with an annual maximum of 2,230 t in 
1949. They remained stable the first years after the ban (1962-1964) reaching 2,050 t in 1970 but 
declined thereafter, indicating reduced natural recruitment and insufficient stock enhancement, while 
the impact of poaching also contributed to the decline.” 

TRAFFIC International et al. (2000) reported that “From 1992 to 1997, about 50% of the Russian 
catches of sturgeon in the Caspian Sea was composed of H. huso (Anon., 2000a). The domestic 
consumption of sturgeon products in the Russian Federation is unknown, but is said to be the main 
form of consumption of illegal sturgeon fisheries (Mr Roman V. Ivakhnenko, State Fisheries 
Committee, pers. comm. to TRAFFIC Europe-Russia, September 2000). Based on the number of sets of 
illegal fishing equipment recorded by enforcement agencies of the Caspian Sea and the Sea of Azov, 
the illegal sturgeon catch was evaluated to be six to ten times the legal catch (Anon., 2000a). In 1997, 
the estimated volume of the Moscow sturgeon meat market was three times the annual catch quotas 
for sturgeon species (Anon., 1998).” 

Raymakers (2002a) reported that sturgeon fishing regulations in the Russian Federation included 
requirement of a license, no fishing in the open sea,  two closed seasons (from ice melting to 5th June 
and from 1st September to ice formation) and a minimum size limit of 165 cm in rivers and 180 cm in 
coastal waters. She expressed concern that the open season in the Russian part of the Caspian Sea 
basin covered the entire migrating season of sturgeon and that the legal catch was “restricted to the 
Volga Delta and upstream, without leaving one passage to allow for a certain number of adults to 
escape, complete their migration and breed” (Raymakers, 2002). 

Russian catch quotas were reported to be declared by the Federal Government following the 
recommendations of the State Fisheries Committee, made in consensus with an independent council of 
experts (Anon., 2000a in TRAFFIC International et al. 2000).  

                                                           
7 The Ottawa Citizen, 11/25/00 
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At an international sturgeon enforcement workshop, Vorobjiov (2006) reported that: 

 “In 2004 a framework law On Fisheries and Bioresources Conservation was passed. A model project 
of the Law On Acipenseriformes Conservation was developed. Also, there were developed motions 
for enacting measures aimed at reinforcement of financial liability and penal responsibility for 
people practicing illegal harvesting.[…]  

By order of President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin there was developed a draft 
regulation according to which illegal sturgeon products are to be destroyed. When enacted this 
regulation will help prevent poached products from getting into trade network.[…]  

Measures taken by control authorities have led to substantial decrease of illegal trade level, 
especially that in black caviar.” 

In an effort to tackle poaching and illegal trade, the Russian government was reported to be bringing the 
caviar trade under state control and stiffening punishments for poachers (TRAFFIC 2008, 
Faulconbridge, 2008). The Russian Federation has also proposed a five year moratorium on sturgeon 
fishing, and has asked the other nations bordering the Caspian Sea to do the same (Rodriguez, 2008). 
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4. Annexes 

Annex 1. Full version of large trade tables 

See separate document 

Annex 2. Key to purpose and source codes 

See separate document 
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