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Abstract 
 

 
 
The “East German National Park Programme” of 1989/1990 was considered a coup de main, 
resulting in the immediate protection of 4.5% of the GDR’s territory. The authors of this 
programme later described the approach and its success as “using a window of opportunity during 
the transition phase of state and nation.” This leads to the question whether a state’s 
transformation period constitutes a preferred time frame and momentum for spatial conservation 
success.  
 
Conservation efforts in Azerbaijan showed a similar success as the East German National Park 
Programme. In a country with the highest biodiversity in Europe, increasing the share of protected 
land from 5.0 % in 2001 to 10.3% in 2015 constitutes a remarkable achievement. Thus, the 
country became an interesting case study regarding the question whether “hot moments for 
conservation” exist in times of political and governmental changes, and if spatial success in nature 
conservation can be linked to political transformation. My thesis attempts to identify how the 
protected area (PA) network in Azerbaijan could be expanded by 100%, what achievements were 
made, and what conditions still need to be met for the quantitative and qualitative improvement 
of the PA network. To this end, I consider this increase under landscape-ecological, historical and 
institutional aspects. The local culture and political pre-sets in the country present additional 
issues for analysing the past 25 years of nature conservation in Azerbaijan.   
 
The thesis is structured in five parts: In Chapter One, I define the spatial and argumentative 
frame of the thesis as well as I summarise the results. Embedded into this chapter, I provide inside 
on the current and future challenges of natural resource management via two case studies 
(projects) I conducted. Based on interviews, in Chapter Two I reconstruct the young history of 
conservation, in particular during the first years of independence. I outline the status and 
perception of nature in Azerbaijan and elaborate on the historical context of the national park 
programme. In Chapter Three, I extend the scope and ask whether conservation planning had an 
impact on the achievements made in spatial conservation. I present the spatial gains and 
evaluate the missing links in the current PA network. Upcoming challenges are presented, based 
on two case studies. Chapter Four supports the previous chapter by presenting a concrete and 
site-specific landscape-ecological recommendation for a yet unprotected high-value landscape. 
Finally, Chapter Five examines the institutional, cultural and political setting of nature 
conservation in Azerbaijan. Here, I also discuss the question whether modern and integrative 
concepts such as Biosphere Reserves can work in a façade democracy as found in Azerbaijan.  
 
The results and conclusions of the thesis look like the following:  
 
The spatial conservation gains made in Azerbaijan can be linked to state transformation (Chapter 
II). Yet, in Azerbaijan they did not depend on the particular momentum brought about by the 
system change after the independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. Through the early 1990s, 
this sudden independence resulted in civil engagement, awareness of ecological problems and a 
critical debate in the public. However, the war with Armenia and internal political turmoil led to 
stagnation in conservation, which lasted for about 10 years. New opportunities for conservation 
only arose 10 years into the transformation process, with the establishment of a Ministry for 
Ecology and Natural Resources and a period of progressive political atmosphere. In this, cultural 
aspects, a government system of clientele and patronage, and the personalities of key political 
decision makers played an important role. 
 
Against this background, the extension of the PA network depended less on available 
conservation plans and a weighted scientific prioritisation than on political possibilities (Chapter 
III). Although the first conservation plans were drawn up as early as 1988, and representative 
territories of all major biomes are protected today, many high-value areas still remain unprotected. 
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I assess the current conservation requirements of highly valuable sites on the basis of landscape-
ecological diploma theses, practical projects I implemented, and recurrent site visits. A simple 
criterion matrix, based on hemeroby (the representativeness and importance of the particular 
habitat in a national and regional context) as well as the urgency for conservation (due to threats), 
serves as the basis for the assessment.  
As a result, regions such as the Kura river delta, species-rich high mountains meadows of the 
Greater Caucasus and the remnants of alluvial floodplains deserve urgent protection. As 
evidenced by the site visits, the “urgency for conservation” criterion is of highest importance, as 
the nation’s (oil) “resources curse” increasingly leads to the destruction of habitats and 
landscapes.  
 
In Chapter IV, I present a landscape-ecological assessment and a field assessment regarding the 
conservation value of high-value areas. The article serves as an example for the nationwide 
assessment published by Schmidt & Uppenbrink (2009). The sand dune complex of Dävächi is 
one of only two coastal sand ecosystems on the western shore of the Caspian, including the 
respective plant communities as well as an important wetland for migratory birds (among them 
the Sociable Plover Vanellus gregarius). The area is increasingly threatened by sand excavation. 
Although we offered initial recommendations for its conservation as early as 2008, until today no 
conservation status has been granted and the site conditions continue to decline.  
 
The conversion of the existing PAs into functional and well-managed sites poses the biggest 
challenge for mid- to long-term future conservation success (Chapter V). To date, segregation is 
the only applied conservation concept, but the integration of stakeholder demands is now 
inevitable in order to increase effectiveness as well as acceptance. Rural poverty, illegal wood 
consumption and livestock rearing within protected areas due to lacking management concepts, 
corruption and a centralised governance structure impede a sound development. The intended 
establishment of a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve could have served as an appropriate pilot project 
for integrated conservation management in Azerbaijan. However, in the façade democracy of 
Azerbaijan, the successful implementation of such an integrative and participative concept - 
“model region for sustainable development” - is not likely to succeed. The reasons for this are a 
repressed civil society, lack of: participation, stakeholder involvement and multiple actor-based 
governance. But without decentralisation, empowerment of local communities and environmental 
education, the establishment of Biosphere Reserves will remain nothing but a lip service to the 
international donor community. 
 
By fortunate coincidence, in the East German national park programme, data availability, 
personality and political support, as well as the legitimisation by democratic structures all 
occurred together during a very short period of time. In Azerbaijan, the development of the 
country’s PA network has been an erratic and autocratic mid-term process, which depended on 
internal governmental and personal adjustments.  
As a consequence, generally valid principles for “hot moments of conservation” in transition 
countries are still difficult to identify and would require an extensive comparison between various 
nations, cultures and political systems in transition.  
Based on the example of Azerbaijan, I can conclude that chances for conservation may arise at 
any time during a transformation process, and not just at its beginning. Yet, whether the 
transformation will actually lead to conservation depends as much on the cultural setting in the 
country as - in particular in autocratic countries - on the personalities in a position to influence 
that process. Consequently, in autocratic regimes, the cooperation with the regime and its official 
players is an essential requirement for success in nature conservation (and spatial gains of it). Yet, 
the empowerment of civil society is of utter importance to ensure the sustainability of protected 
areas in long-term. Scientific cooperation, integrating society into resource governance as well as 
the development and support of independent minds will not only increase acceptance of PAs but 
eventually lead to change, and ultimately to the achievement of democratic principles.  
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Deutsche Zusammenfassung 
 
 

„Die Krise als Chance – Naturschutz in einer neuen Dimension“, so lautet der Titel des 1999 
erschienen Buches von M. Succow, H.D. Knapp und L. Jeschke. Die Autoren legen hierin 
erstmals die jüngere Geschichte des Naturschutzes in der Wendezeit Ostdeutschland umfassend 
dar. Basierend auf ihren Erfahrungen (wie der Unterschutzstellung von 4,5 % der Landfläche der 
DDR, dem so genannten Nationalparkprogramm von 1989/90) vertreten die Autoren dabei die 
These, dass in Zeiten gesellschaftlichen und politischen Umbruchs eines Staats und einer Nation 
gute Chancen für den Naturschutz im Allgemeinen wie auch die Ausweisung von Schutzgebieten 
im Speziellen bestehen.  
 
Seit dem Zusammenbruch der Sowjetunion sind die damit neu entstandenen Staaten wie 
Aserbaidschan, Kirgistan, oder Turkmenistan dramatischen sozialen, politischen und 
wirtschaftlichen Änderungen unterworfen. Der Übergang von einer zentralisierten Planwirtschaft 
zu Marktwirtschaft, die Dezentralisierung von Macht sowie ein grundlegender 
sozioökonomischer Wandel hatten großen Einfluss auf Landnutzung, Landmanagement und 
Schutzbemühungen in der gesamten Region.   
 
Am Beispiel von Aserbaidschan versuche ich der Frage nachzugehen, ob Phasen der politischen 
Transformation einen bevorzugten Zeitrahmen und Impuls, ein „Window of Opportunity“ für 
Naturschutz und die Ausweisung von Schutzgebieten darstellen.  
Denn Schutzbemühungen in Aserbaidschan zeigten ähnliche Erfolge wie das ostdeutsche 
Nationalparkprogramm. In einem Land mit der größten Biodiversität in Europa stellt der Anstieg 
der geschützten Landfläche von 5,0 % im Jahr 2001 auf 10,3 % im Jahr 2015 eine bemerkenswerte 
Leistung dar.  
 
Meine Dissertation versucht zu identifizieren, wie das Netz geschützter Flächen (Protected Areas 
– PAs) in Aserbaidschan um 100 % erweitert werden konnte, welche Erfolge erreicht wurden und 
welche Bedingungen für den quantitativen und qualitativen Ausbau des PA-Netzes noch zu 
erfüllen sind. Zu diesem Zweck betrachte ich den Flächenzuwachs unter historischen, 
landschaftsökologischen und institutionellen Gesichtspunkten. Die kulturellen und politischen 
Gegebenheiten des Landes sind zusätzliche Ansatzpunkte für die Analyse der Naturschutzarbeit 
in Aserbaidschan seit der Unabhängigkeit.  
 
Die Dissertation ist in fünf Teile gegliedert: Im ersten Kapitel definiere ich den räumlichen und 
argumentativen Rahmen der Arbeit und fasse die Ergebnisse zusammen. Eingebettet in das 
erste Kapitel sind zwei konkrete Fallstudien, die auf Basis von mir durchgeführten Projekten die 
aktuellen und bevorstehenden Herausforderungen von Naturschutz und 
Naturressourcenmanagement veranschaulichen. Im zweiten Kapitel rekonstruiere ich auf der 
Basis von mir geführter Interviews die junge Naturschutzgeschichte des Landes, unter 
besonderer Berücksichtigung der ersten Jahre der Unabhängigkeit. Ich gehe ausführlicher auf den 
historischen Kontext des Nationalparkprogramms ein und betrachte Umwelt-und Naturschutz in 
Aserbaidschan im Allgemeinen. Im dritten Kapitel erweitere ich den Rahmen und stelle die 
Frage, inwieweit Naturschutzplanung einen Einfluss auf die erzielten räumlichen 
Schutzerfolge hatte. Ich beschreibe den räumlichen Zuwachs und bewerte die fehlenden 
Bindeglieder im derzeitigen PA-Netz. Das vierte Kapitel untermauert das vorangehende Kapitel 
durch das Vorstellen einer konkreten, standortsspezifischen landschaftsökologischen 
Empfehlung für einen bislang noch nicht unter Schutz stehenden, hochwertigen Naturraum. 
Das fünfte Kapitel untersucht schließlich das institutionelle, kulturelle und politische Umfeld 
des Naturschutzes in Aserbaidschan. Hier diskutiere ich auch die Frage, ob moderne und 
integrative Konzepte (z. B Biosphärenreservate) in einer Scheindemokratie, wie sie in 
Aserbaidschan vorliegt, überhaupt erfolgreich implementiert werden können.      
 
Ergebnisse und Schlussfolgerungen stellen sich wie folgt dar:  
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Die in Aserbaidschan erzielten räumlichen Schutzerfolge können mit dem staatlichen 
Transformationsprozess in Verbindung gebracht werden (Kapitel II). Allerdings hingen sie in 
Aserbaidschan nicht von den speziellen Impulsen ab, die durch den Systemwandel im Zuge der 
1991 gewonnenen Unabhängigkeit von der Sowjetunion ausgelöst wurden. In der ersten Hälfte 
der 1990er Jahre führte diese plötzliche Unabhängigkeit zu bürgerschaftlichem Engagement, 
einem verstärkten Umweltbewusstsein und zur kritischen Auseinandersetzung in der 
Öffentlichkeit. Der Krieg mit Armenien sowie interne politische Machtkämpfe brachten die 
Schutzbemühungen jedoch für etwa zehn Jahre weitgehend zum Stillstand. Neue Gelegenheiten 
für den Naturschutz ergaben sich erst wieder ein Jahrzehnt nach dem Einsetzen des 
Wandlungsprozesses mit der Einrichtung eines Ministeriums für Ökologie und Naturressourcen, 
gefolgt von einer Periode politisch progressiver Atmosphäre. In diesem Zusammenhang spielten 
kulturelle Aspekte, ein von Klientelpolitik und Patronage geprägtes Regierungssystem und die 
Persönlichkeiten wichtiger politischer Entscheidungstreffer eine Schlüsselrolle. 
 
Vor diesem Hintergrund hing die Erweiterung des PA-Netzes weniger von zur Verfügung 
stehenden Schutzplänen und einer gewichteten wissenschaftlichen Prioritätensetzung als von 
politischen Möglichkeiten ab (Kapitel III). Obwohl die ersten Naturschutzpläne bereits 1988 
erstellt wurden und alle wesentlichen Biome inzwischen durch Schutzgebiete repräsentiert sind, 
sind zahlreiche hochwertige Gebiete nach wie vor ohne Schutzstatus. Ich bewerte den aktuellen 
Schutzbedarf hochwertiger Standorte auf der Basis von landschaftsökologischen Diplomarbeiten, 
von mir implementierten, praktischen Projekten und wiederholten Standortbesuchen. Eine 
einfache, auf Hemerobie, Repräsentativität und Dringlichkeit der Unterschutzstellung basierende 
Kriterienmatrix dienen als Grundlage dieser Beurteilung.  
Als Ergebnis lässt sich feststellen, dass Regionen wie das Kura-Delta, artenreiche 
Hochgebirgswiesen und die verbleibenden Restbestände der natürlichen Auen- und 
Überschwemmungsgebiete einen besonders dringlichen Schutzbedarf aufweisen. Wie die 
Standortsbesuche zeigen, ist das Kriterium „ Dringlichkeit der Unterschutzstellung“ von höchster 
Bedeutung angesichts der Tatsache, dass der „Ressourcenfluch“ (Erdöl) des Landes in 
zunehmendem Maße zur Zerstörung von Lebensräumen und Landschaften führt.       
 
In Kapitel IV stelle ich eine landschaftsökologische Bewertung sowie eine Freilandbewertung 
bezüglich des Schutzwertes hochwertiger Gebiete vor. Der Artikel steht beispielhaft für die von 
Schmidt & Uppenbrink (2009) veröffentlichte, landesweite Bewertung. Der Sanddünenkomplex 
von Dävächi ist eines von lediglich zwei verbleibenden küstennahen Sand-Ökosystemen an der 
Westküste des Kaspischen Meeres, einschließlich repräsentativer psammophytischer 
Pflanzengesellschaften sowie eines wichtigen Feuchtgebiets, das als Rastplatz für Zugvögel dient 
(darunter der bedrohte Steppenkiebitz Vanellus gregarius). Das Gebiet ist zunehmend durch 
Sandabgrabung bedroht und die Standortbedingungen verschlechtern sich zunehmend. Obwohl 
wir bereits 2008 die ersten Empfehlungen für den Schutz des Gebietes ausgesprochen haben, 
besteht bis heute kein Schutzstatus, ein Resultat der institutionellen Barrieren, welche im 
folgenden Kapitel analysiert werden. 
 
Die Umwandlung der bestehenden PAs in funktionsfähige und ordnungsgemäß verwaltete 
Gebiete stellt eine der größten Herausforderung für einen mittel- bis langfristigen Schutzerfolg in 
der Zukunft dar (Kapitel V). Bislang ist die Segregation von Mensch und Natur das einzige 
angewandte Schutzkonzept. Die Einbeziehung legitimer anthropogener Interessen in 
Schutzgebietskonzeptionen ist heute jedoch unabdingbar, um sowohl die Effizienz, als auch die 
Akzeptanz des Naturschutzes zu erhöhen. Da dies bisher ausbleibt stehen ländliche Armut, 
illegaler Holzeinschlag und Weidewirtschaft innerhalb von Schutzgebieten einer gesunden 
Entwicklung selbiger entgegen. Fehlende Managementkonzepte, Korruption und eine 
zentralisierte Regierungsstruktur erschweren effektives Naturschutzmanagement in und 
außerhalb von Schutzgebieten.  
Die geplante Einrichtung eines UNESCO-Biosphärenreservats könnte ein angemessenes 
Pilotprojekt für integriertes Naturschutzmanagement in Aserbaidschan sein. Der Erfolg eines 
solchen integrativen und partizipativen Konzeptes ist angesichts der in Aserbeidschan 
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existierenden Scheindemokratie jedoch sehr fraglich. Eine unterdrückte Zivilgesellschaft, 
fehlende Teilnahme und Einmischung von zivilgesellschaftlicher Gruppen in Planung und 
Steuerung sowie der Mangel an einer, auf multiplen Akteuren beruhende Führungsstruktur 
verhindern die Realisierung der „Man and Biosphere“ Idee. Ohne Dezentralisierung, 
Ermächtigung der regionalen Kommunen und verbesserter Umweltbildung bleibt die Einrichtung 
eines Biosphärenreservats nichts als ein Lippenbekenntnis zugunsten der internationalen 
Gebergemeinschaft. 
 
Durch einen glücklichen Zufall trafen im Nationalparkprogramm der DDR Datenverfügbarkeit, 
Wissen, Persönlichkeiten und politische Unterstützung sowie die Legitimierung durch 
demokratische Strukturen innerhalb eines sehr kurzen Zeitraums aufeinander. In Aserbaidschan 
war die Entwicklung des PA-Netzes hingegen ein unberechenbarer, erratischer und autokratischer 
Prozess, der stark von internen regierungs- und personalbedingten Anpassungen abhing.  
Infolgedessen bleibt es nach wie vor schwierig, allgemein gültige Prinzipien für sogenannte 
“windows of opportunities” des Naturschutzes in Transformationsländern zu identifizieren; dies 
würde einen umfangreichen Vergleich zwischen verschiedenen Ländern, Kulturen und 
politischen Systemen im Umschwung erfordern.  
Im Falle von Aserbaidschan lässt sich jedoch feststellen, dass sich Chancen für den Naturschutz 
zu jeder Zeit während des mittelfristigen Transformationsprozesses ergeben können, und nicht 
nur zu dessen Beginn. Ob die Transformation jedoch letztendlich zu Schutzerfolgen führt, hängt 
sowohl von den kulturellen Gegebenheiten des Landes und des Regimes, als auch – insbesondere 
in autokratischen Staaten – von den Persönlichkeiten einflussreicher Führungskräfte in diesem 
Prozess ab. Infolgedessen ist die Zusammenarbeit mit dem Regime und dessen offiziellen 
Akteuren eine unabdingbare Voraussetzung, um in autokratischen Ländern Erfolge im 
Naturschutz (im Sinne von räumlichen Zugewinn) erzielen zu können. Jedoch ist die 
Ermächtigung der Zivilgesellschaft von großer Wichtigkeit, um die Nachhaltigkeit der 
Schutzgebiete auf lange Sicht zu gewährleisten. Wissenschaftliche Zusammenarbeit, die 
Integration von Gesellschaft in die Verwaltung von Naturressourcen sowie die Unterstützung 
unabhängiger, kritischer Denkweisen führt nicht nur zu gesteigerter Akzeptanz von 
Schutzgebieten, sondern gegebenenfalls auch zu demokratischen Prinzipien.  
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Zusammenfassung der Dissertation 
 

zum Thema: „Nature Conservation in Azerbaijan 
A historical, landscape ecological and political analysis.“ 

 
 
       vorgelegt von 
 
       Sebastian Schmidt 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Chapter 1: Introduction and results 
 

1.1. Background 
 
 
 
 

 

The Caucasus is a highly diverse region in natural, cultural and political terms. Located at the 
eastern fringe of Europe and the gateway to Asia, the region has been a melting pot of ethnic 
groups, languages and cultures for centuries (De-Waal, 2010). Although an initial Azerbaijani 
Republic already existed between 1918 and 1920, the state and nation with its present boundaries 
and ethnic composition did not come into being until it declared its independence from the Soviet 
Union in 1991. Azerbaijan and its citizens faced dramatic changes in every area of life. The 
transition from a command economy to a market economy as well as liberalisation and political 
antagonism resulted in highly dynamic political and social circumstances, and even in war and 
civil unrest during the first years (Cornell, 2011). Still today, lingering conflicts among 
neighbours due to territorial claims as well as an increasing Islamic movement in the entire 
Caucasus create a fragile geopolitical setting with increasing uncertainties (Allison, 2006). But 
the internal disparities also increased at the time when the Soviet ideology of Marxism/Leninism 
was replaced by the trust in markets and free economy (Stadelbauer, 1996). As of today, attempts 
continue to find and develop an independent national identity based on a cultural heritage that 
goes beyond the Soviet domination. Like other post-Soviet states, Azerbaijan is still in the process 
of system transformation, nation building and self-definition. Azerbaijan’s wealth of fossil 
resources (oil and gas) has served as a consistent factor in the country’s development for more 
than 150 years (Pusch, 1987). Based on this, the paradigm of economic development is currently 
the main driving force and source of the nation’s confidence, influence and political power on a 
national and regional scale (Guliyev, 2013). By signing the ‘treaty of the century’ in 1994 
(Hübner, 2009), the economic development in Azerbaijan accelerated sharply and became 
turbulent. Following the inauguration of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline in 2005, a 
massive inflow of cash resulted in an incredible boom in the country that continues until today 
(Cornell, 2011).   

 

„zu den merkwürdigsten Gegenden und zu den 
 unbekannteren der alten Welt gehört der Kaukasus…“  

(Klaproth, 1812) 
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Based on these preconditions, an illusion of an individual gold rush and economic growth became 
entrenched at all levels of society. Yet, this idea only became reality for a small (influential) share 
of the population; the majority of the people still face a daily struggle to escape poverty (Babajew, 
2009).  

However, the continuous and intense economic development of the country leads to a high 
pressure on nature, both outside as well as inside of protected areas (PAs). Not only biodiversity 
in the Caucasus has decreased at a fast pace over the last years due to unsustainable logging, 
overgrazing, poaching, infrastructure development and pollution (WWF, 2006). Also land use 
and land management face great impact and significant changes – a characteristic of 
transformation for many post-Soviet countries (Kuemmerle et al., 2007).  

Investing the oil wealth, the resulting development of tourism, agriculture, industry and 
infrastructure are turning the country upside down. This is a double-edged sword: the economy 
and income opportunities are diversified – but at the cost of irreversible degradation or loss of 
natural habitats (Schmidt and Jungmeier 2010). Two examples: the steadily increasing number of 
livestock place severe pressure on the grassland resources in lowland and highland areas (Neudert 
et al., 2015; Neudert and Rühs, 2011). Moreover, the construction boom and demand for resources 
leads to the disappearance of natural gravel fans and the associated riparian forest formations in 
the foothills of the Greater Caucasus (Schmidt and Uppenbrink, 2009; Zimmermann, 2009). 
Given these facts, the development of integrated conservation concepts, including the required 
adaption of the legal basis and administrative responsibility as well as the integration of local 
stakeholders is of high importance.  
 

As in other transforming and developing countries, in particular if the development is based on 
fossil resources (Guliyev, 2009; Tsalik, 2003), nature conservation in Azerbaijan is generally not 
given a high priority (Auch and Schmidt, 2015). In the field of civil society independent and 
active voices are rarely heard. First, this is due to the fact that there never was a high level of civil 
engagement during communist times; thus, civil engagement has no real history (Palubinskas, 
2003). But more importantly, the existing civil engagement is decreasing once again as a 
consequence of the autocratic policy and its harassment of independent opinions and voices 
(Amnesty International, 2015; Meissner, 2011); the work of international and national NGOs is 
repressed (Rutzen, 2015). 
 
 

 
1.2. Study region  

 
„Wo vielgegipfelt, wildzerklüftet 

 Der Kaukasus zum Himmel steigt.  
Das Haupt erstarrt und schneegebleicht 

 Wenn er den Wolkenturban lüftet —  
In eis'gem Panzer eingezwängt,  
Daran die blumenreiche Steppe  

Des Donstroms, gleichwie eine Schleppe  
An einem Königsmantel, hängt. 

Wo Simurgs riesiges Gesieder 
 Vom Wolkenthrone niederrauscht,  

Da ist die Heimath dieser Lieder,  
Da hab' ich ihren Klang erlauscht.“ 

(Bodenstedt, 1851) 
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The Caucasus is regarded as one of the 25 most important global hotspots of biodiversity and 
endangered ecosystems (Myers et al., 2000). The South Caucasian 1  Post Soviet nations of 
Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan offer a surprising variety of ecosystems and species due to their 
geological, topographical and climatological diversity (Radde, 1899) with e.g. over 7,500 
vascular plant species within a very confined area (WWF, 2012a).  
 
Azerbaijan occupies the south-eastern part of the Southern Caucasus (Fig 1). With a size 
comparable to Austria (86,600 km²), the altitudes vary from a maximum of 4,466 m (Mt. 
Bazardüzü Dag) to a minimum of 27 m below sea level on the coast of the Caspian Sea. 
Azerbaijan’s territory includes the south-eastern extension of the Greater Caucasus mountains 
and the eastern part of the Lesser Caucasus mountains. The Caucasus mountains are folded 
mountains of the upper Tertiary (including raise of volcanoes), with complex tectonic structure 
build of sediments ranging from Paleozoic to Quaternary (Berg 1952). In the southeast of 
Azerbaijan, the Talish Mountains form an ecologically and geographically distinct zone. The 
Caspian Sea itself forms the country’s eastern border. The high peaks such as the Bazardüzü Dag, 
Shakhdag (4.243 m) and Tufundag (4.143 m) flank the boarder to Dagestan, shaping the 
landscape of Azerbaijan the most distinctively. A small part of Nakhchivan also borders Turkey 
to the northwest.  

 
 

Fig 1 The Southern Caucasus. Source:  GRID-Arendal/Manana Kurtubadze at http://www.grida.no/resources/7628. 
Accessed 12.1.2017 

                                                
1 Politically, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia are regarded as South Caucasus or Transcaucasia (Russian: 
Закавказье), a terminology stemming from the Russian perspective of colonisation, with the three 
countries located south of the Russian parts of the Caucasus Mountains 
(http://www.britannica.com/place/Transcaucasia accessed 12 Aug 2015). In this paper, we will use the 
terminology in its political context.  In geographical terms, when referring to the Caucasus in this thesis, 
we follow the definition of the Caucasus Ecoregion (e.g., Krever 2001), a terminology that is based on 
geographic, climatic and watershed borders and thus includes the northern slopes of the Greater 
Caucasus, the Lesser Caucasus mountain range in its geological extension, northern Iran as well as the 
border area in Turkey towards Georgia and Nakhchivan. 
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Among the three South Caucasus states, Azerbaijan has the largest land area. Special 
administrative subdivisions are the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic, separated from the rest of 
Azerbaijan by a strip of Armenian territory, and the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region, 
located entirely within Azerbaijan.2 The capital of Azerbaijan is the ancient city of Baku on the 
Absheron peninsula, which has one of the largest harbour on the Caspian Sea and has long been 
the centre of the republic’s oil industry.  
 
Eight large rivers flow from the Greater and Lesser Caucasus ranges into the central Kura-Araz 
lowlands, named after Azerbaijan’s longest river, the Kura, and its main tributary, the Araz. The 
Kura drains into the Caspian Sea, forming a delta a short distance downstream from the junction 
with the Araz. The largest body of water in Azerbaijan, Mingächevir Reservoir, with an area of 
605 square kilometres, was formed by damming the Kura in western Azerbaijan. Besides being 
regulated by the inflow of its feeders, the Caspian Sea is subject to complex tectonic influences 
which result in fluctuating sea levels and constantly changing shoreline (Hoogendoorn et al. 
2005). Tectonic processes are still very present today, expressed by the high likelihood of 
earthquakes and the abundant number of active mud volcanoes, resting on tectonic folds in 
Eastern Azerbaijan (Berg 1952).  
 
The country belongs to the Eastern Mediterranean climatic region, the climate (Fig 2) varies from 

subtropical and dry in 
central and eastern 
Azerbaijan to 
subtropical and humid in 
the southeast, temperate 
along the shores of the 
Caspian Sea, and cold at 
higher elevations. Baku, 
at the Caspian Sea, 
enjoys mild weather, 
averaging 4°C in 
January and 26°C in 
July. Most of Azerbaijan 
receives little rainfall - 
on average, 152 to 254 
mm annually. 
Consequently, large 
parts of the country are 
covered by semi-desert 
and dry steppe. However 
high precipitation with 
more than 1,000 mm 
annually also occurs, at 
high elevations of the 
Caucasus and in the 
Lenkoran lowlands in 
the southeast. 
 

Being a zonoecotone between the nemoral and continental zonobiom (Walter and Breckle, 1991), 
large habitat diversity can be found e.g. in the 1) deciduous forest ecosystems, 2) high mountain 
ecosystems, 3) dry mountain scrubland ecosystems, 4) steppe ecosystems, 5) semi-desert 
ecosystems, 6) wetlands or 7) marine ecosystems of the country.  As Azerbaijan is located at a 
biogeographic crossroads where the flora and fauna of the Irano-Turanian, Mediterranean and 
                                                
2 Nagorno-Garabakh has been occupied by Armenia along with seven other districts in Azerbaijan’s 

southwest for about 25 years now; the occupied area constitutes 20 percent of the total territory of 
Azerbaijan. 

Fig 2 Climatic regions in Azerbaijan. Data Source: www.klimadiagramme.de 
Accessed 15.1.2017. Map design Stephan Busse 
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European biogeographic provinces converge, a high level of biodiversity is the result. Expressive 
topography as well as a variety of different climatic conditions add to the fact of about 4,000 
species of vascular plants, 600 species of vertebrate animals, and 14,000 species of insects 
(Schmitt et al., 2009). An estimated 270 species of plants are endemic to Azerbaijan, and a much 
larger percentage of both plant and animal species are unique to the entire Caucasus region 
(Krever et al. 2001).    
 
 
 

1.3. Research questions 
 
 

“Kaukasien ist ein so kompliziertes, gebirgiges Land,  
daß es schwer ist, eine kurze Übersicht zu geben.” 

(Walter & Breckle 1986) 

 

Nature conservation frequently involves the seizing of opportunities, based on the components of 
time, space and content. In the scientific debate about conservation planning, research is often 
focused on the latter two aspects and their justification, such as methods for habitat selection as 
well as species and the threats they face. The aspects of ecosystem services and their valuation 
constitute an additional research field for arguments in favour of conservation. The effects of the 
political preconditions and the development process of government and civil society are less 
intensively researched, in particular regarding dynamic states such as transitional3 or developing 
countries (Kuemmerle et al., 2007; Tishkov, 2002). However, particularly during (potential) 
phases of political and social turmoil, windows of opportunities may open and a “unique 
opportunity to extricate nature conservation from the shadows of its allocated ineffectiveness” 
(Succow et al., 2001) may occur.4 The development of East Germany’s National Park Programme 
in 1990, near the end of the German Democratic Republic’s existence (Ibid.), is an outstanding 
example for the use of such opportunities. Realising the achievements of this explicit and far-
reaching example, the political aspect of the “right moment to strike” (Aldhous, 2010) becomes 
of practical relevance.  

On this basis, conservation planning needs to be widened thematically and should include the 
local, national and regional aspects of culture, ethnicities and politics - as precondition for using 
the window of opportunity. Historical developments and the present situation of state, nation and 
society may not be equally important in setting conservation targets (based on natural science). 
Yet, they are equally important in order to achieve the targets and to implement them successfully.  

An understanding of the underlying and formative principles of the political, cultural and 
historical field is essential for drawing lessons for the future. Present-day identity, social customs 
as well as governance are an expression of the region’s cultural and political history. Hence, 
awareness and consideration of these factors is an important prerequisite for the implementation 
of nature conservation. On this basis, practical and successful nature conservation is as much a 
social-anthropological as a natural-scientific question.  

As a consequence, an interdisciplinary scientific approach to describing and analysing “hot 
moments for conservation” (Radeloff et al., 2013) is important – on the one hand, to improve and 
eventually extend the existing PA network in the individual countries, and secondly, to 
systematically recognise and use similar momentums that occur in other parts of the world.  
 

                                                
3 https://www.bmz.de/de/service/glossar/T/transformationsland.html Access: 11.02.2016. 
4 With this theory, and based on their own personal experience, the authors (Ibid.) follow the expression 

of Stefan Zweig (Vitalität und Widerspiel, 1925), who states: “Jede Krise ist ein Geschenk des 
Schicksals an den schaffenden Menschen…”  
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Consequently, my thesis focuses on the three dimensions of conservation - the historical, 
landscape-geographical and the political – which together form a valid instrument for 
conservation planning. On the example of Azerbaijan, I put conservation in the context of the 
structural and daily political preconditions encountered, as described, among others, by Auch 
(1994); Fenz (2003); Babajew (2009) and Cornell (2011). By this I expand the scope of 
Gurbanova (2009), who focuses on environmental governance but remains short on the effects 
and impacts of political and societal transformation on nature conservation.   

 
With this thesis, I will answer the questions: 

1. Whether a hot moment for conservation existed particularly in Azerbaijan and if general 
underlying principles for its success and/or failure can be derived for other transforming 
countries,   

2. what the spatial, landscape based potential for extending the protected area network could 
be and 

3. which political and institutional barriers exist to improve the quality of protected areas in 
Azerbaijan.  

 

For this purpose, I have structured the thesis along the following aspects:  

i) Nature conservation policy since the country’s independence (CHAPTER II),  

ii) Quality assessment of the existing PA network in regard to a) representativeness, b) 
completeness and c) management effectiveness (CHAPTER III) 

iii)  Exemplary spatial and ecological gap analysis on the PA network and recommendations 
for practical conservation actions (CHAPTER IV),  

iv) Durability and future of Azerbaijan’s protected areas, with a particular focus on the 
institutional setting and its benefits and challenges for modern integrated protected 
area categories (such as UNESCO Biosphere Reserves) (CHAPTER V) 

 
To depict the practical conservation challenges in Azerbaijan I include the results of two project 
based case studies (page 17-20, page 32-35) on integrated conservation issues into chapter I. 
Within these projects landscape ecological assessments have formed the basis for practical, 
restoration, conservation and management recommendations of steppe and forest ecosystems in 
Azerbaijan. Due to the integrative character of the projects, which includes household surveys 
and various stakeholder, the local socio-ecological connection in rural Azerbaijan became visible 
for me. Due to this, the results of these project provided me an additional content based 
background, for the conclusion I draw in the thesis.     
  



17 

 

A: Case study I: National Park buffer zone management for reducing 
illegal resource use (Shahdagh National Park/ Greater Caucasus).  

 
Based on project report: Schmidt, S., Peters, J., Rietschel, M. (2011):  Recommendations on 
effective restoration and protection of natural forest ecosystems severely affected by 
unsustainable use in a selected pilot area in the buffer zone of Shahdagh National Park of 
Azerbaijan. WWF Azerbaijan. 70pp 
 
1. Introduction and location 
 
 
As for the Caucasus Mountain ecosystems, deforestation, overgrazing and hunting have been mentioned 
regularly to be the greatest direct threats to biodiversity 8Krever et al., 2001; UNECE, 2011). The multiple 
use of the land and silvopasture applied on top of timber extraction and fuel wood collection is causing the 
big impact to the forest ecosystem (Noack and Hidayatov, 2007; Scharnweber et al., 2007). Underlying 
causes for deforestation and clearing for fuel-wood are unemployment and lack of financial capital and  
lacking gasification. Whereas the second issue has been addressed recently and gas supply being (re-) 
established in many rural areas (MENR, 2014a) with lack of economic opportunities and employment in 
other sectors than agriculture, the 
dependency on natural resources 
remains high. Intensive 
subsistence farming and growing 
livestock figures (Etzold et al., 
2015) result in signs of 
overgrazing evident from 
montane to alpine. As a 
consequence, the protected areas 
in mountain ecosystems of 
Azerbaijan are under significant 
pressure, illegal logging or 
grazing takes place also within 
national parks. To mitigate this 
problem livelihood alternatives, 
need to be developed. Most 
suitable for this are the buffer 
zones of national parks, 
surrounding the territory. 
Shahdagh National Park (Fig 1), 
with its 120.000 ha 
representatively protects the 
forest ecosystem of the Greater Caucasus.  Yet from lower as well as higher reaches, the park is under 
pressure from grazing and wood use.  
Our case study is located in Ismayli district, at the southern exposed foothills of the Greater Caucasus chain 
and directly borders Shahdagh National Park. It features optimal forest climate with approx. 600mm/a 
precipitation, dark brown soils and a range of land use options with grape production being traditional. 
The forest in our study area (lower mountain reaches) is characterised by hornbeam (Carpinus betulus) and 
beech (Fagus orientalis). Hornbeam is dominating the stronger degraded forest, beech in the natural forest. 
Oak (Quercus iberica) is intermixed mainly in medium degraded forest patches, Cornus sanguinea and Acer 
cappadocicum are further important species.  
 
 
 
 

Fig A1 Shahdagh National Park and its adjoining buffer zone being the project region. 
Map design Stephan Busse 
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2. Research topics 
 

With the aim to foster restoration and reduce existing pressures on natural forest ecosystem, the ecological 
and social sphere of human-nature interaction was surveyed. The following research question were 
identified/addressed:  
1. Assessment of the forest condition, the extent of damage caused by grazing and unsustainable forest as 
well as regeneration potential in ecologically representative sites.  
2. Assessment on the socio-economic situation as a baseline for more sustainable livelihoods in the areas 
closely located to Shahdag National Park (within a 2km buffer zone, outside the park territory). 
 
3. Methods 

 
The data presented in this report has been collected and assessed from May 2011 to August 2011. The 
forest assessment for this study took place during in May and June 2011. Relevant forestry stand structure 
parameters were determined with the Point-Centered-Quarter (PCQ)-Method (Cottam & Curtis 1956; 
Mitchell 2001), forest stand structure parameters were collected at 31 plots around Diyalli village. Sampling 

plots were chosen randomly within 
visually preselected degradation 
stages from undisturbed over light and 
medium disturbed stage with forest 
grazing and lopped trees till totally 
clear-cut areas on northern and 
southern slopes. Additional all 
germlings of tree species in a radius of 
1 m (3.14 m2 area) and all wildlings up 
to 2 m height in a radius of 5 m (78.54 
m2 area) around the centred PCQ-
subplot were counted. For the 
wildlings the height was determined in 
five classes, browsing of the terminal 
shoot (yes or no) and total grazing 
damage in four classes. 
 
For the socio-economic assessment, 
semi-structured interviews (N=14) 
were conducted with experts and 

officials (forestry administration, land committee (Ijra) and head of the municipal administrators) at the 
provincial (Rayon) and municipal (Bələdiyyə) level. Additionally, at least five randomly chosen villagers have 
interviewed in a semi- structured matter to gather detailed information on their livelihoods and forest use. 
Within stakeholders (like provincial and municipal officials and land users) workshops in the pilot villages 
findings were presented a modified SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) on 
improving forest conservation and land use conducted.  
 
4. Results  

a. Forest condition 

In 2011, in the vicinity of the village the 
majority of the forest is expressed by a 
coppice like stadia, strongly used and 
degraded. We still encountered large-
scale clear cuttings, beside the massive 
deforestations that took part in the 
region during the energy crisis in 1993. 
Soil erosion and mud slides as a 
consequence of the clearings 
destroyed several houses in Diyali 
village and led to partly resettlement.  

Fig A2: Degraded Oriental Beech forest at the southern slope of the Greater 
Caucasus Mountain, Ismayli district, Azerbaijan. Author: Michael Rietschel, 
2011 

Table A1: forestry parameters, average values for the different stages, area 
Diyalli/Guyum 
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We could distinguish four stadia of forest degradation, of which the strongest use stadia can further be 
divided into two each, depending on way of degradation (Table 1). We identify the multiple use of the 
same site as the biggest threat. Timber rearing, continuous lopping for firewood and fodder as well as 
permanent silvopasture lead to a decline in forest parameter and leave almost no chance for forest to grow 
old. Severely disturbed sites occure mainly in vicinity of villages, however, we also found that there is a 
generally good self-restoration potential of the forest.  
In Diyalli hornbeam shows the highest regeneration rates with over 3000 wildlings / ha, mostly in stronger 
degraded stages and with a high grazed proportion. Quercus iberica has a good regeneration potential of 
around 2000 wildlings / ha as well. Half of the individuals are grazed. We determined an high number of 
forest species wildlings per ha in the strongly used stage (oak 12160 wildlings/ha and beech 3565 
wildlings/ha). In other stages considerably less wildlings were found. 
 

 

b. Socio-economic conditions  

The village Diyalli has 2090 inhabitants, the municipal area amounts to 1500 ha in total. It is used as arable 
land, pastures and meadows and in former times wine plantations. Small-scale apple and pear plantations 
exist as well. During the country-wide land reform in 1996 the villagers received private land rights but 
much of the land is not usable because it is of bad quality (too steep, stony, or dry) or it is to far away from 
the village. The owners often cannot sell or interchange it because of deficient documents. The total 
livestock add up to 3500 pieces of cattle, more than 2000 sheep and goats, 4000-5000 poultry (chicken, 
ducks, etc.). On average every household possesses 3.5 cows, 4 calves, and 12 sheep.  
As the national park is directly adjacent to the village no functioning buffer zone exists. The park itself was 
in general known to all persons interviewed, yet we recognized that the boundaries of the national park are 
unknown and an awareness on the ecological and conservation targets is missing on different social levels. 
At the time of the survey, wood was the only source of heating due to lacking alternative heating options; 
each household consumed 12.25 m3 of firewood per year. Yet, fuelwood was not only the predominant 
heating source but also a major source of household income (e.g. via charcoal). The villagers themselves 
recognised the status of the surrounding forest as highly degraded; despite the fact that beauty of the 
landscape and intact nature of the region has been considered by them as outstanding value. 
 
Fallow land is currently being converted to agriculture or sold to investors (for construction of e.g. 
recreational buildings), reducing available pasture further and therewith increasing the grazing pressure on 
the national park again. New (large scale) private fields to the south and a strictly protected area regime to 
the north of the village limit the space for the livestock of the village significantly.  
We found an existing agricultural cooperative in Ismaily rayon, which has been set up already in 1996. Yet 
the cooperative land is given out for short term rental as the cooperative is currently not able to use this 
land as a community group, also technical capacity is lacking.  
As the common pasture of the village is largely eroded or subject of large scale investments, subsistence 
famers hardly have an alternative than to graze their livestock in the national park, leading to conflicts with 
the park administration trying to enforce its rights. The national park administration is not yet a local player 
mediating and mitigating the process as the formal “problem” does not occur on land within its 

Fig A3 Wood biomass [m3] (left) and mean tree height [m] (right) according to forst degradation stages around Diyalli 
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responsibility. Coordination between entities responsible for land management (Ministry for Agriculture 
and MENR) is lacking.  
 
5. Discussion 
 
Also in the Caucasus, degradation of forest has somewhat of a tradition. Already (Radde, 1899) mentioned 
an alteration of the natural forest of the Transcaucasus and stated an overexploitation which led to 
transformation of natural forest to steppe and shibljak. Berg (1952) describes shibljak in the elevation of 
about 500m of the Eastern Caucasus as summer green xerophytic bushes with Christs Thorn (Paliurus spina-
christi) hornbeam, Mespilus, Berberis, Common buckthorn and small Downy oak (Quercus pubescens). 
Nevertheless, only the open access, paired with an energy crisis beginning of the 1990th and a corrupt 
political system led to the severe degradation found today. With the good forest self regeneration potential 
we found (climate, available seed pool), most forest patches surrounding the village would easily recover if 
the multiple pressure was reduced and if spared from utilisation. Thus, fencing in various approaches, 
depending on intensity and reasons of degradation, is considered more beneficial for us than reforestation 
of clear-cut slopes. We consider actions like this not sustainable as no local ownership is generated and the 
root causes are not addressed.  
 
Mitigation of the conflict with the national park is a solid challenge as spatial planning is not comprehensive 
or does not yet exist and land use planning only recently started.  
  
The problem of forest degradation is a problem of social hardships. We propose to invest into the 
agricultural sector to generate jobs and income and therewith reduce forest pressure. To limit competition 
but more important to create a common vision by local stakeholders, the concept of cooperatives can be 
explored further. Herein, via community empowerment, financial support and advisory and hardware 
investment, the concept can lead to involvement, participation as well as ownership on village level. The 
national park administration can play an active role in this and if done so become a local moderator. 
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1.4. Definitions & Principles of the thesis 
 

“It is not enough, however, to think of different species merely  
as potential “resources” to be exploited, while overlooking 

 the fact that they have value in themselves.” 
(Pope Francis, 2015)  

 
1.4.1. Integrative vs. segregative conservation approaches  
 
When attempting to implement a conservation vision, the practitioner should ask and 
scientifically justify not only “where?” but also raise the questions: “when?,” ‘‘how?”  and “with 
whom?” in order to implement any action. Although this is a universal, globally valid approach, 
when applied to countries without an active civil society, cooperation may be limited to a corrupt, 
non-transparent and autocratic regime. Here, justification of protected area designation becomes 
much of a moral, cultural and ethnological question.  
Setting aside nature and land in protected areas on the merit of their own intrinsic value has a long 
history in conservation and its philosophical foundations, be it John Muir’s humility when facing 
North America’s wilderness (Muir, 2013) or Dokuchaev’s concern about agricultural expansion 
in the steppes of Tsarist Russia, which led him to promote the establishment of ‘etalon’ sites 
(Josephson et al., 2013). The ‘nobility of nature’ - a stand-alone “value” - was already reflected 
on by Friedrich Schiller (1801) in a contemplation of man-nature relation in the Romantic epoch 
of 19th century Germany:  
 

„...Niemand wird leugnen, daß in Bataviens Triften für den physischen Menschen 
besser gesorgt ist, als unter dem tückischen Krater des Vesuv, und daß der Verstand, 
der begreifen und ordnen will, bei einem regulären Wirtschaftsgarten weit mehr als 
bei einer wilden Naturlandschaft seine Rechnung findet. Aber der Mensch hat noch 

ein Bedürfnis mehr, als zu leben und sich wohl sein zu lassen und auch noch eine 
andere Bestimmung, als die Erscheinungen um ihn herum zu begreifen.“  

 
Today, there still exists an intense scientific debate and partly opposing paradigms (Marvier, 
2014; Soule, 2014) on whether conservation should rather follow a holistic or an anthropocentric 
approach and require benefits for the conservation of humanity. With nature conservation, an 
invaluable investment into the future can be made, a future we do not know in detail, but certainly 
a future with a decreasing ability of nature to sustain human well-being (Larsen et al., 2014). In 
this regard, humankind will benefit directly through the conservation of natural evolutionary 
processes and gene pools (Frankel, 1974; Esquinas-Alcázar & Esquinas-Alcázar, 2005) as well 
as diverse and thus stable and resilient ecosystems (Elmqvist et al., 2003). 
 
Despite this, the principal foundation of my thesis is the argument that preserving (natural) space 
and setting aside land has a moral dimension based on humility toward nature: its species, its 
vastness, its dignity and its space – a reference point of present and future existence. Strictly 
protected areas - allowing undisturbed, self-dynamic and wild nature are particularly important 
for me as in the present Anthropocene (Müller, 2013), technological solutions are often seen as 
the sole developmental paradigm of a globalised world. 
 
As a consequence, the concept of strong sustainability and the “practical holisms”, focusing on 
the preservation of natural capital in its expression and characteristics (Ott and Döring, 2011) has 
been my conceptual background and benchmark for evaluating Azerbaijan’s nature conservation 
policy.  
 
With a mind-set based on practical holism the establishment of strictly (segregating) PAs - the 
setting aside of land for nature - becomes reasonable. Even if it works (usually) against opposing 
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interests, frequently the quest for economic development, equalled by the goal of raising the living 
standard of humans (Saunders, 2014).  
 
In regard to of the global south moral and ethical reasons for or against protected areas become 
particular important. But here it is important and it is necessary to make a geographical and social 
distinction. In comparison to developing countries, transition countries as the former communist 
states often have a history in conservation, a high level of academic knowledge and literacy, 
financial capital5 (at least to some extent) as well as advantageous climatic conditions. Also, 
transition countries like Azerbaijan (as well as Belarus and Kazakhstan)6 are regarded as lower to 
medium income countries, which is a significant different to developing countries of e.g. Sub-
Sahara region. Whereas in the later region general demands, e.g. a secure food supply are valid 
core aspects in the conservation debate, the preconditions encountered in Post-Soviet countries 
are moderately well-suited for the purpose of conservation. Thus a stricter mandate for nature and 
its conservation can for an argumentative background when weighting moral concerns.  
Still, the conservation of natural heritage is a particular challenge, since social and economic 
hardships dominate the life of a large part of the population. To bridge the different demands, I 
believe that only the co-existence of both, strictly segregative conservation areas as well as the 
integration of human demands in conservation – or the integration of conservation into human 
production schemes, can be a solution and a prerequisite for the well-being of humans and nature. 
If made spatially explicit, both approaches – segregative and integrative can co-exist, and the 
linking and achieving of both conservation and economic development is enabled.  
 
Having said this, I refrain from blaming Azerbaijan on its very strict conservation approached so 
far applied, which fully excluded local populations’ demands. But I revealed that without progress 
in integrating natural capital, its conservation, restoration and management in e.g. agricultural 
production schemes, not only further conservation gains are prevented but also social conflict will 
increase. Accepting an integrative conservation approach as part for the process of learning and 
adapting, e.g. to changing environmental conditions (Harris, Hobbs, Higgs, & Aronson, 2006; 
Thompson, Mackey, McNulty, & Mosseler, 2009), will also increase the social acceptance of 
protected areas, as citizens are enabled to experience Azerbaijan’s natural heritage.  
Whether this will stop the loss of biodiversity and increase resilience of ecosystems, which so far 
remained far behind targets (Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 2014) 
is to await. Yet, Oldekop et al. (2015) have shown that co-management regimes and the 
integration of local people as stakeholders “tend to be more effective at achieving joint biological 
conservation and socio-economic development outcomes” and the empowerment of stakeholders 
leads to persistent success in conservation (Knight, Cowling, & Campbell 2006).  
 

 

1.4.2. Transformation & political regime in Azerbaijan  
 
The last 25 years of conservation work in and developmental cooperation with post-Soviet 
countries have seen big conservation gains as well as failure and stagnation (Müller et al. 2011; 
Schmidt 2005; Bragina et al. 2015; Krever et al. 2009; Wells & Williams 1998; WWF 2012). 

As working in nature conservation is about more than “space and species” (as outlined above), 
understanding the political component becomes a key. As Muno (2010) points out: political 
failure and success conditions of environmental politics need to be analysed, in particular in so 
far neglected regions of the world – as environmental problems have global impact. 

                                                
5 according to (James et al. 2001) preserving natural heritage for future generation is often even less 

expensive than expected  
6http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/documentupload/DAC%20List%20of%20ODA%20Recipients%202014%

20final.pdf, accessed 23 Feb 2016 
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As a consequence, I apply an interdisciplinary scope and set my thesis between the cornerstones 
of political ecology, transition research, sociology and nature conservation planning. Against the 
background of changing regimes and systems, I outline Azerbaijan’s political setting and present 
the institutional configuration that affects the interaction between various levels of stakeholders 
(Anderies et al., 2004).  
I place the nature conservation policy of Azerbaijan in the context of the transition and analyse 
how a transforming political system deals with conservation aspects. I provide a case study of the 
interplay between social and environmental processes at the local and national level, as exemplary 
requested by Pavlinek and Pickles (2000).  

I consider this approach relevant to understand the political factors that shaped the ground for the 
national park programme – an initiative which only started about 10 years after independence.   
I used transition studies as outlined by Beyme (1994) or Merkel (1999) as a conceptual framework 
for political analyses. In this, I follow the original definition of the term, which, sensu latu, 
describes the interval between one political regime and another. Yet today, the term ‘transition’ 
is rather used sensu strictu for describing the ‘transition’ or change of an autocratic regime to a 
democratic regime (Merkel, 1999). But narrowing the meaning of it now results in 
misunderstandings when characterising the political development in FSU countries (see below). 
While in political sciences the term ‘transition’ is used to describe that particular interval between 
political regimes (see also O’Donnell and Schmitter, 2013), in economic terms, “transition/ 
transition countries” or “transition economies” describe countries in a state of transition from a 
central command economy to a society dominated by market economy. Part of this definition 
includes countries of the former Eastern bloc in Central and Eastern Europe, states of the Soviet 
Union as well as Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.7 In a more specific context, authors such as 
Kuemmerle et al. (2009) use and define the term ‘transition’ as institutional change also affecting 
land use when assessing the shift of nature conservation policies in FSU countries. In technical 
terms, when defining the process of transition, Huntington (1991) outlines three forms:  

1. Transformation (top-down) 
2. Replacement (bottom–up process leading to the collapse of the autocratic system) 
3. Transplacement (ruling elite and opposition groups negotiate the transformation 

process).  
Following Hale (2005), transition cannot be seen as a single model and single logic but must be 
embedded in a regionally differentiated framework. If, according to the definition mentioned 
above, transition ends with the establishment of democracy, then many FSU countries, including 
Azerbaijan, are still undergoing this process. This, in turn, renders difficult the use of the term 
‘transition” as well as the association of Azerbaijan with one of Huntington’s categories.  
In the case of FSU countries, transition of the political system always included the change of the 
economic paradigm towards market-based approaches. In this regard, the shift of the economic 
process has mostly reached an endpoint. However, in political terms, Azerbaijan still appears to 
be on a transitional path, since consolidation of democratic elements is missing. The question 
here is whether the current status can still be regarded a change process with its characteristics of 
uncertainty, delays or setbacks (O’Donnell and Schmitter, 2013), or as a manifested and 
consolidated hybrid regime. Is Azerbaijan (as other FSU countries) still in a twenty-five year-
long transition, or has it already reached an authoritarian stability? 
The majority of the authors consider the process of transition ongoing. Contrarily, in my thesis, I 
rather follow Carothers (2002), who already in 2002 proposed to discard the transition paradigm, 
since a consolidation of elements of democratic regimes is still pending (Merkel and Puhle 1999). 
In detail, this is because:  

• Azerbaijan is actually not in a transition to democracy (Babajew, 2009; De-Waal, 2011; 
Guliyev, 2009; McFaul, 2002); 

                                                
7 https://www.bmz.de/de/service/glossar/T/transformationsland.html Access: 11.02.2016.  
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• The three-part process of democratisation, consisting of opening, break-through, and 
consolidation, did not proceed (Altstadt, 1997; Freedom House, 2012; Gawrich et al., 
2011; Wienen and Mosler-Toernstroem, 2013); 

• Regular, genuine elections did not give new governments democratic legitimacy but 
foster a longer-term deepening of democratic participation and accountability  
(Bayulgen, 2005; Hale, 2005; Shaw, 2013); 

• State building always remained a primary challenge and is not compatible with 
democracy-building (Abbasov, 2009; Cornell, 2001; Filetti, 2012). 

As for describing the process of system change, I use the wider term “transformation” – which, 
albeit general, might be more appropriate given the present uncertainties on where the system 
change will develop. Here, the political (dictatorship-democracy s.s.) and economical (command-
market) changes are encapsulated. But, more importantly, and in terms of political science, this 
offers a larger frame for analysing and addressing parallel and interdependent processes occurring 
within all societal sub-processes, which are subject to radical and fundamental change. 
Environmental politics and policy, governance and social-ecological systems are one part of this 
change, from the macro-level to daily practice and social interactions at the micro-level.   
 
Authors such as McFaul (2002), in his typology of post-communist regimes and the range from 
dictatorships (Turkmenistan) to democracies (Mongolia), consider Azerbaijan a partial 
democracy, at least at a certain stage following independence. Further publications speak of, e.g., 
a “mildly authoritarian regime” (Bayulgen, 2005), “semi-authoritarian society”8 (Cornell, 2011) 
or “durable authoritarianism” (Guliyev, 2013) when assessing Azerbaijan’s political 
developments and status. Ergun (2010) considers Azerbaijan as being a ‘hybrid democracy’, by 
definition a type of regime where autocratic and democratic characteristics co-exist (Lauth, 2010). 
Younger publications regarded Azerbaijan as a hard autocracy with a declining record of 
democratisation, taking place in the backwater of Russia’s increasing internal9   and external 
hostilities (Spanger, 2016).  
Since democratic institutions exist at least nominally, I consider the regime type of Azerbaijan to 
represent a deficient expression of a general democratic status  (Lauth, 2010; Merkel, 1999).10 
This can further be described as a “semi-authoritarian state, characterised by dynasticism and the 
dominance of informal politics” (Shaw, 2013). The institutional framework of this is what Hale 
(2005) identifies as a ‘patronal-presidential system’ defined by two key components: “…first, a 
directly elected presidency is invested with great formal powers relative to other state organs. 
Second, the president also wields a high degree of informal power based on widespread patron-
client relationships at the intersection of the state and the economy…”. 
Recognizing the fact of ‘partronal-presidential system’, I then apply the “actor-orientated/actor-
theoretical science of transition”, which is a very normative, pragmatic and rather descriptive 
methodological framework. Its basic assumption is that the process of transformation (i.e. 
democratisation) is less a result of social or economic aspects but is driven and “made” by political 
actors. By applying an actor-theoretical theory to the post-Soviet history of nature conversation 
in Azerbaijan, the process will not only become more understandable but will reflect the style of 
governance in the country in general. Placing the participating actors (part of the country’s ruling 
elite) in the focus will result in an insight into the informal political structure and its institutions, 
its principles, intention and goals.  

                                                
8 Cornell used the definition of Marina Ottaway, who describes semi-authoritarian society as a concept 

defined by an “ambiguous system that combines rhetorical acceptance of liberal democracy, the 
existence of some formal democratic institutions, and respect for a limited sphere of civil and political 
liberties with essentially illiberal or even authoritarian traits”. 

9 such as the act on “foreign agents’ and the resulting crackdown on national and international NGOs 
(Pokrovsky, 2015) 

10 others like BTI (2016) clearly speak of an authoritarian state as all power is vested in the hands oft the 
executive and all democratic principles are mockery  
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In an actor-based political assessment, the interdependency between different actors and social 
groups ultimately forms the policy. By means of the quality-based institutional analysis presented 
in chapter V, the structural characteristics of social networks, their particular ties and their 
contribution to the governance of resources (Bodin and Crona, 2009; Brunckhorst, 2002) become 
visible. By linking the findings with the cultural theory (Van Der Wal et al., 2014), political 
challenges to multi-actor-based environmental governance as well as a characterisation of socio-
ecological systems are possible.  
Adding to this, the political analysis needs to be aligned with a cultural perspective. Without the 

understanding of and 
reflection on historical 
roots, such as bonds 
between families and 
clans, regional groups and 
social networks, the 
picture will remain 
fragmented. As Aliyev 
(2013) points out, daily 
politics in Azerbaijan can 
be characterised as ‘blat,’ 
meaning “a system of 

informal inter-personal networks operating on principles emphasising reciprocal exchanges of 
favours.” Independent of the type of relation (Fig 3), they all result in the persistence and 
dominance of informal politics, expressed in patronage and clientelism. 
 
 

1.5. General overview on methods and data used 
 

“Nature is not fragile . . . what is fragile are the 
ecosystem services on which humans depend”  

(Levin, 1999) 
 

1.5.1. Assessment of priority conservation areas 
 
The landscape-ecological foundation of this thesis was laid out in a three-year project published 
in Schmidt and Uppenbrink (2009). During the implementation of the project, a broad range of 
data collection and ecological surveys was conducted. Among others the key national team 
member have been Elshad Askerov (Zoologist, WWF Azerbaijan), Nigar Agayeva (Ornithologist, 
Academy of Science), Tavagül Iskernanderov (Zoologist, Academy of Science), Elshad 
Gurbanov (Botanist, Baku State University), Ali Bayramov (Geologist, Academy of Siences).  
Furthermore, international experts contributed to various aspects over a varying period of time, 
in addition to the expert team, German and Azeri graduate students from Baku State University 
as well as Greifswald University, volunteers and interns supported the project (Table 1). 
Table 1German team member and students and their contribution to landscape ecological assessment of potential 
priority conservation sites in Azerbaijan 

 Name Topic /Contribution to Kind of Work 
1 Maria Langhammer Costal ecosystems on Absheron peninsula Intern/ MSc 
2 Michael Heiß Bird migration at the Caspian Sea/ Breeding 

bird communities in the Hirkanian Forest 
Intern/ MSc 

3 Michael Rietschel  Multi temporal analysis of forest depletion in 
Hirkanian Forest  

Intern/ MSc 

Fig 3 Networking in the Southern Caucasus. Source: (Aliyev, 2013) 
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4 Tobias Scharnweber  Forest habitats and degradation stages of the 
Hirkanian Forest 

Intern/ MSc 

5 Frederik Noack Socio-Economics of forest depletion in 
Hirkanian Forest 

Intern/ MSc 

6 Michael 
Zimmermann 

Alluvial Floodplain Forest in Gakh Region MSc 

7 Dorothea Pietzsch Gazelle ecology in Shirvan National Park// 
Rangeland assessment in steppe ecosystems 

Intern/ MSc 

8 Annett Thiele Vegetation of Mires and Wetlands Project Expert 
9 Dr. Hagen 

Gottschling 
Forest habitats of Greater and Lesser Caucasus Project Expert 

10 Jan Peper Vegetation of project sites Project Expert 
11 Tom Büchner Herpetofauna of project sites Project Expert 
12 Kai Gauger Ornithology of project sites Project Expert 
13 Jonathan Etzold Ornithology of project sites Project Expert 
14 Sebastian Schmidt Vegetation of project sites Project Expert 
15 Michael Schubert Ornithology of project sites Project Expert 
16 Tom Kirschey Herpetofauna of project sites Project Expert 
17 Arne Truckenbrod Alluvial Floodplain Forest in Gakh Region Intern 
18 Maren Schöffel Vegetation of project sites Intern 

 
From 2006 to 2010 the regions discussed in chapter III were thoroughly assessed, based on remote 
sensing habitat pre-classification and an initial expert survey throughout the entire country. The 
research regions were identified according to following criteria:  

- they are part of the priority conservation area given by WWF (2006) and harbour species 
with conservation priority, 

- they represent typical ecosystems of the country, preferably ones currently 
underrepresented in the protection network of the country, 

- they are as of yet unprotected or show potential for the extension of an existing protected 
area,  

- they represent areas of considerable size with little alteration and or with valuable future 
conservation targets, 

The description of habitats followed ecological gradients (e.g. altitude, exposition, soil types 
water depth for lakes) across the landscape (landscape ecological cross sections) and included: 
i) vegetation records (identifying and simple characterisation of all species/ dominant 

species occurring and the spatial distribution of plant communities),  
ii) avifaunistic surveys (counts of all observed species and classification as breeding, 

migrating or wintering)  
iii) general zoological surveys with focus on mammals and herpetofauna.  

 
The length of the cross section varied as representative description was one of the key aspects. 
Simple soil characterisation were made, some sites have been repeatedly visited for e.g. breeding 
and migrating bird communities.   
 
I have used these descriptions as well as the raw data for my meta analysis in chapter III and the 
site specific assessments on future conservation priorities, applying the methodology of AlHirsh 
et al. (2016). Herein, expert-based evaluation and judgement of threats and the urgency for 
conservation is based on personal site-specific knowledge supported by grey literature. I’m aware 
of the subjective character of this approach. But in a surrounding of otherwise lacking regional 
field data and information11, projects reports and thesis of Greifswald University formed the best 
                                                
11 for more than 20 years the naturel science section of the Azerbaijan National Academy of Sciences 
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available  source of information, still today.  As my co-authors of chapter III and me have visited 
all mentioned regions repeatedly (although irregularly) since 2002 (before the economic 
development in Azerbaijan gained ground) we are enabled to recognize the threats posed, by the 
e.g. the destruction and degradation of sites due to construction development. 
 
 

1.5.2. Historical and political assessment methodology 
 
For assessing the history of nature conservation since independence, I conducted qualitative 
interviews with key individuals in conservation based on the methodology of Meuser & Nagel 
(1991) and Legard et al. (2003) in 2014. I interviewed 16 individuals including current and former 
high- and mid-level bureaucrats from MENR, employees of its predecessor state committee, NGO 
representatives and members of academic institutions. Three individuals were female, the age 
structure varied from young adults to pensioners. The range of opinions we covered therewith 
spans from activists to high ranking state representatives. Between 2006 and 2008 several 
informal expert interviews have been held with high ranking officials of the MENR (including 
ministers and the presidential family) which added background for the then developed thesis. IT 
also provided insight on the regime type and governance structure. In 2015, my co-authors of 
chapter V and me additionally conducted ten semi-structured interviews with members of local 
governments and local civil society from particular regions of Azerbaijan to investigate civil 
society engagement in regard to nature. An intended nationwide survey remained limited as 
interview partners refrained from participating in the face of the upcoming parliamentary election 
in the autumn of 2015.  
As in recent years several publications occurred analysing Azerbaijan’s political system and style 
of governance, I conducted a literature study and meta analysis to refer nature conservation 
governance and politics to the overall political system. Here, I paid particular attention to discuss 
the connection between politics and governance of natural resources on the example of UNESCO 
MAB concepts as the Biosphere Reserve (BR) is currently envisaged in Azerbaijan. For me, the 
planning process, the design and structure of new, conceptual modern and local BRs mirror the 
given social and political conditions12 and are an indication for the level of democratic structures 
in the country. Hence, once the question is answered if the government structure in Azerbaijan 
support or hinder the application of the UNESCO MAB concept, reference can be made on the 
developments of the country towards the concept of sustainability (and thus democratic 
principles). 
 

1.6. Results & Discussion 
 

„Jede Krise ist ein Geschenk des Schicksals  
an den schaffenden Menschen” (Stefan Zweig)  

 

                                                
(ANAS) has physically been inactive as a) a result of „brain drain” during perestroika and the raising 
nationalism in the Caucasus (Josephson et al. 2013) and b) the lacking priority of science development 
in independent Azerbaijan. For years – between 2004 and 2012 – I encountered empty halls and 
laboratories at the botanical, geographical and zoological institute of the ANAS. As ANAS is the 
national body for any scientific or technical assessments and advisory to governmental bodies, no up 
to data spatial information has been available.  

12 I am aware of that management success of a BR is affected by additional and often complex factors 
which are not addressed here, such as good governance, civil society engagement and participation 
(Stoll-Kleemann & Welp 2008; Brenner & Job 2012; Reed & Egunyu 2013).     
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1.6.1. The historical perspective & did a hot moment for conservation existed in 
independent Azerbaijan?  

 
Scientific assessment of the geographical and biological diversity in the Caucasus has a long 
history and academic tradition in the 19th century.13  The first nature conservation area in Tsarist 
Russia, the Lagodechi Zapovednik14,  was established in 1912 in present-day Georgia. Yet, the 
concept of ‘zapodvedniki’, i.e. to leave nature to its own devices within the regions representative 
of the Russian Empire’s geographical zones, was raised in the national conservation discussion 
and legislation as early as 1908. In this regard, not only was a specific conservation concept 
designed and established, but the tradition of a nature conservation system with a “top-down” 
structure in all of its aspects was founded.  
However, the political demand to increase 
agricultural production throughout the Soviet Union 
led to a massive ecosystem degradation in Azerbaijan 
as well, first in the 1930s and then again in the 1950s. 
Plans for a highly intensive agriculture (Fig 4) 
resulted in the conversion of the Kura-Aras lowland, 
Azerbaijan’s major steppe ecosystem (Walter, 1974). 
Ecological problems such as soil and groundwater 
salinization are among the consequences of this 
action (Volubuev, 1965). 
The most progressive phase for conserving 
representative landscapes during communist times 
occurred in the 1970s and 1980s15,  following a first 
national law on nature conservation in 1968. Later on, 
with Gorbachev’s politics of ‘Glasnost and 
Perestroika,’ deficits in environmental policy became 
apparent at the end of the 1980s. Comparable to the 
GDR, environmental concerns, in particular soil and 
air pollution around Baku, had been a driving force 
for civil engagement, resulting in demonstrations and 
protest rallies in Baku and the formation of the ‘Green 
Movement’ in Sumgait city in 1988. 
A decree by the communistic party on ‘radical 
reforms on nature conservation in the entire country’ 
issued in 1988 was a state-steered response to these 
concerns. It also formed the legal basis for the 
political will to extend the PA network in Azerbaijan. 
Conservation efforts in Azerbaijan were thus intensified. In 1988, the Azerbaijani government 
published an action plan to develop a national PA system with the target of covering an area of 
about 950,000 ha16 by 2010.  
With an increasing public awareness, environmental concerns were now openly discussed 
(Josephson et al., 2013; Stadelbauer, 1996), which resulted in the formation of critical civil voices 
in Azerbaijan (Ismailov, 2007). Yet, in comparison to the former GDR, where raising 
environmental concerns even served as a driving force in the peaceful revolution (Beleites, 2007), 
the impact on political changes throughout has been lower in Azerbaijan, as revealed by my 
interviews. Yet again, in comparison to the collapse of the GDR, in Azerbaijan no ready plan, 
                                                
13 see also Auch (2001) 
14 Feliks Shtilmark questions the official date of 1912. Instead, he considered the year 1929 realistic, the 

time a “guardianship-committee” was established as a de-facto administration. Shtilmark (2003) 
15 Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan (MENR): www.eco.gov.az/en/b-

general%20information.php Accessed 28 May 2016 
16 https://www.cbd.int/countries/profile/default.shtml?country=az#thematic Accessed 18 June 2015 

Fig 4 Development of the Socialist Agriculture 
(1958). Source: 
http://www.digitalsovietart.com/thematic-
shows/31-in-the-kolkhoz-agriculture-in-the-
soviet-union/14298-development-of-the-
socialist-agriculture. Accessed 12 October 
2015 
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personalities or powerful supporters existed at that time to implement a spatial conservation 
programme. Even more importantly, Azerbaijan was plagued with internal political turbulence 
and the war with Armenia about Nagorno-Karabakh and adjacent territories, thus no capacity to 
take care of the environment remained. 
In regard to environmental policy during the first ten years following independence, Azerbaijan 
mainly focused on establishing international relations (e.g. ratifying international conventions) to 
establish national capacity and to re-arrange and set up a modern administrative basis of the new 
state.  
In the backwater of the ‘treaty of the century’ (Hübner, 2009) in 1995, international organisations 
such as UNEP and the World Bank dedicated their keen effort to improving the environmental 
situation of Azerbaijan, including the training of people, establishment of NGOs or developing 
and establishing legal environmental standards. For the overall development of an active society 
of environmentalists at that time, this has been very beneficial. Although still low in individual 
members, a high number of civic institutions was founded at that time, many with little political 
intention but driven by the demand for engagement. Still, the implementation of practical 
conservation actions did not take place at all, also due to the fact that the scientific institutions 
practically stopped working due to financial shortcuts and the leaving of most scientists to other 
countries.  
To summarise the first ten years of independence and the political crisis Azerbaijan was stuck in, 
did not correlate with conservation success (as it was the case in the GDR, neighbouring Georgia 
or Mongolia).  
In fact, it was only after i) preferable institutional adjustments had been made in 2001 and ii) 
coincidentally, the personal intentions and ambitions of the minister for environment at that time 
(part of the elite network) were in accordance with the goal of strengthening the PA network. 
Only then, in 2001, a window of opportunity arose and progress in conservation was achieved. In 
Azerbaijan, this moment has been more than the mere breakdown of a political systems, it has 
been a complex and lucky co-incident of influential persons, the cultural frame and political 
system.  
The framework of this window of opportunity can be characterised by i) state building still in 
progress, ii) financial gains from the oil rush not yet hitting bottom and iii) decision makers17 with 
a pro-conservation attitude in charge. The regular close exchange between minister Baghirov and 
Michael Succow, the “father of the East-German national park programme”18 since 2001, fostered 
the process. The energetic team, with Baghirov, adherent to the Northern American wilderness 
movement of the early 20th century and Succow as an expert for nature and landscapes, dominated 
the practical conservation progress between 2001 and 2010. Joint visits of East German protected 
areas, a first conference for the conservation of Azerbaijan’s natural and cultural heritage, several 
site justifications and a common spirit resulted not only in close cooperation but mutual respect. 
Baghirov, protégée of president Heydar Aliyev, constantly expanded the spatial scope which 
resulted in the exclusion of valuable biodiversity areas from privatisation or economic 

                                                
17  In fact, protected area designation even has some kind of an “ecological tradition” in the Aliyev family: 

Hasan Aliyev, brother of Heydar Aliyev, can be regarded as the father of the national park programme, 
developed under his auspices as the director of the Institute of Geography of the Azerbaijan Academy 
of Science and head of the Azerbaijanii branch of the “All Soviet Union for Nature Conservation” 
during the Soviet period. Implementation of this initial programme then started during the presidency 
of Heydar Aliyev and with his personal support. Given the fact of the country’s present autocratic 
structure and the dominance of informal networks, national parks establishment without the informal 
support of Ilham Aliyev as well would not be possible. To what extend this support as well as the IDEA 
campaign (pseudo-non governmental environmental campaign established and run by the daughter of 
the current president, Leyla Aliyeva) can be considered as “ecological tradition” simply as matter of 
political opportunism is a valid question. Yet, in any case, this has led to progress for conservation, e.g. 
the reintroduction of gazelles or the raising of general awareness.   

18 http://www.welt.de/print/die_welt/reise/article146880981/Ostdeutschlands-gruenes-Tafelsilber.html 
Accessed 12 April 2016 
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development. Herein, Baghirov not only used the personal support of the president but also used 
the political interregnum following Heydar Aliyev’s death in late 2003 to quickly proceed.  
During various missions and meetings with high-level bureaucrats, I myself experienced that 
progressive atmosphere in the ministry between 2002 and 2006, often engaged in intensive and 
critical debates about the state of nature in the country. Not only were students of Greifswald 
University asked by the MENR to accompany forestry inspectors on trips to illegal logging sites, 
but also to conduct aerial counts of gazelles (Schmidt and Pietzsch, 2007) as well as ecological 
surveys of particular regions and habitats (Succow and Schmidt, 2007).   
Due to internal political rivalries (Babajew 2009) the progress of establishing PAs became more 
difficult from 2007 onwards. Although stumbling in the years of the power struggle following 
Ilham Aliyevs first inauguration, Baghirov tried to continue expanding the national park network. 
The fact that the designation of Göy Göl National Park (est. 2008) as well as Samur Yalama 
National Park (est. 2012) took more then ten years (following the first plans) indicate the 
decreased influence of Baghirov inside the ruling system. Adding to that, the tremendous oil 
wealth infiltrating the country from 2005 onwards resulted in highly dynamic economic 
development, gold rush atmosphere and strong competition for land as an investment resource.  
Only lately the merits of Baghirov have been appreciated19 on a national scale and indicate the 
recognition by the regime that the establishing nine national parks in ten years can be considered 
a historic achievement.  
 

1.6.2. Geography, landscapes and the perspective of the conservation network  
 
In chapter III, I present the spatial achievements Azerbaijan has made in conserving its natural 
heritage but even more, I outlined the pending challenges to develop a sound protected area 
network in the country.  
I have based my recommendations on the available conservation plans made for the country (e.g., 
Krever et al., 2001; WWF, 2012b, 2006) as well as my own assessment, published in Schmidt 
and Uppenbrink (2009). By analysing these documents it becomes clear that several 
recommendations were repeatedly incorporated into national policies, as demonstrated by MENR 
(2014b) via e.g. the extension of Hirkan National Park or the designation of Mud Volcanoes State 
Nature Reserve. Despite the fact that there is a clear overlap between the recommendations and 
the implemented actions, I could not uncover a political priority setting for or against particular 
ones. But what is obvious, the national protected area network has not yet been completed. Not 
only are connecting corridors missing, but priority conservation sites remain unprotected, as well.  

 I propose a list of areas and territories that require further protection20. The co-authors and me 
found a high demand for new or extended PAs at the coastal region of Azerbaijan, resulting in 
four conservation priorities: i) Gizilaghaj State Nature Reserve, ii) the only dune complex in 
Azerbaijan (Shabran district), iii) the delta of the Kura River and iv) several islands (and 
surrounding waters) in the Azerbaijani part of the Caspian.  
Of about 30 islands, only two are protected, despite their known importance, e.g., as a breeding 
site for Sandwich Terns, a migration route for the endangered species of sturgeon or a resting site 
for the endemic Caspian Seal (Schmidt & Thiele, 2008).  

                                                
19 by Ilham Aliyev awarding Baghirov the national medal „Glory“. Source: 

http://www.trend.az/azerbaijan/politics/2470316.html Accessed 28.10.2016 
20 Beside ecological parameters I considered the occurrence of ethnic minorities and thus a particular 

cultural heritage as important as they are unique witnesses of Caucasian cultural history. Here, the 
Lerik-Lenkoran region with the Talysh minority and the cultural heritage dating back to the Bronze 
Age20 is to be mentioned. The Talysh not only constitute the largest minority in Azerbaijan (beside 
Russians), but they still cultivate their particular lifestyle and traditions, which is also true across the 
border in Iran, where the Talysh minority can be found, as well. 
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Besides the lack of marine conservation, the semi-arid to semi-humid biome of steppe and 
xeromorphic mountain meadows requires particular attention. Not only is natural steppe hardly 
left in Azerbaijan, the remaining steppe regions are continuously under pressure of agricultural 
conversion in the frame of new intensification programmes. The high rate of endemism in the 
montane semi arid steppes and meadows of the Talysh Mountains (southern Azerbaijan) are 
another aspect for increased conservation efforts.   
Based on the above mentioned list, my co-authors, national experts and me weight the particular 
regions and consequent actions according to matrix based on naturalness, importance and urgency 
for conservation.   
Herein, the category “importance” is of less relevance, in particular as all sites focus on high value 
areas (based on available conservation plans) anyway. Instead I underline and prioritise the aspect 
of “urgency” as heavy investments into construction, infrastructure and building projects, based 
on billions of petrodollars flooding the country since 2005 (Cornell, 2011) are turning the country 
upside down. Working in Azerbaijan since 2004, we e.g. witnessed the disappearance of valuable 
biodiversity hotspots like Red Lake, an Important Bird Area – Red Lake - (for the sake of a 
shopping centre) or the loss of the last lowland Alder swamps (peatlands) for road construction.  

The result of the expert based assessment priority conservation efforts need to be given for:   

1. alluvial gravel fans of the Greater Caucasus,   

2. the establishment of a marine protected areas at the Kura River delta (eventually by 

converting and enlarging Gizilaghaj SNR into a NP) and 

3. the inclusion of sub-alpine meadows into Shahdag National Park.   

Apart from these recommendations it becomes obvious that particular biomes and species of 
coastal ecosystems in Azerbaijan require a higher protection status. Exemplary for other regions 
assessed, chapter IV provides the details on landscape ecological assessment and transects done 
on a national wide scale. For a peculiar shifting sand dune complex (an IBA site) in northern 
Azerbaijan, floristic and faunistic as well as habitat and land use perspective have been described 
and assesses – which shows value and importance of this site as migratory bird hotspot and 
representative habitat for endemic psammophytes. Yet it also shows the significant hunting 
pressure as well as the impact of grazing and sand extraction on the site. Already in 2006 and 
based on the scientific assessment, my co-authors and me underline the urgency for conservation 
of this area, being unique nation wide. Yet also ten years later no concrete conservation measures 
have been applied, in fact sand excavation has increased and the likelihood of full conversation 
of the area increased.  
Beside closing the gaps in the PA network, the particularly important task for conservation in 
Azerbaijan, is the gradual shift from quantitative conservation (by adding new PAs) to qualitative 
gains (increasing management efficiency). The conservation function of the existing nine national 
parks still has significant room for improvement. Other functions such as education are barely 
met, the parks are underfinanced and can only be visited with difficulties. In addition, particular 
conservation targets are not known within the region, nor are local stakeholders included in the 
conservation efforts. I found that inadequate equipment, unattractive working conditions, low 
wages, low work ethics and a general lack of staff characterise the daily challenges in PA 
management in Azerbaijan. Adding to this, with eight new and 12 long established ‘State Nature 
Sanctuaries,’ almost 50% of Azerbaijan’s protected areas represent IUCN categories IV and V. 
Administratively part of the MENR, they are often embedded into active land use systems such 
as livestock rearing but neither have any administration nor a staff or management concept which 
leaves efficient nature conservation behind.  
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B: Case study II: Integrating conservation into rangeland 
management (Ajinohur depression / Western Azerbaijan)  

 
Based on the published project report: Busse, S., Schmidt, S., Dieterich, T. (2015): Range management plan 
for Gakh State Sanctuary and surrounding territories. For WWF Azerbaijan. 66pp 

 
1. Introduction & location  

Located in the border area to Georgia, the semi-desert basin Ajinohur is part of the foothills of the Greater 
Caucasus. The study area is located in the climatic region of semi-deserts and dry steppes with cold winter 
and dry, hot summers with highest temperatures measured in July of about 34°C. The area receives 
between 250 to 250 mm of precipitation per year, with an explicit drought period in summer (Mammadov 
et al., 2010). The vegetation in the study area is dominated by chamaephytes, terrophytes and ephemerals, 
adapted to the drought periods and high soil mineral content. Dwarf shrubs of the Chenopodiacea family 
(Salsola dendroides, S. ericoides, S. gemascens, Sueada microphylla, S.dendroides, are characteristic; 
Artemisia fragrans is often co-dominant or dominant with perennial grasses on non-saline sites. In the 
history of Russian science this group is named Artemisia-Salsoleae (Wormwood-Saltwort) semi-desert 
[полынь-солянково полупустыня]; (Sakhokia, 1931) describes this group for the entire basin.  
The entire region is traditional (winter) grazing ground since thousands of years (Stadelbauer, 1984), 
economically it is still very important for livestock rearing today. Pastoralist with their livestock (goats, sheep) 
occupy the entire region, which is dominated by mainly from November till May. Formerly a natural range 
for wild ungulates (Alekperov and Kuliev, 1981), the region has been selected by national policy makers for 
the re-introduction of the Goitered Gazelle (Gazella subguttorosa, subguttorosa). The indented re-
introduction, into a State Nature Reserve, led to the question between land sharing and land sparing 
(Shackelford et al., 2015). With permanent pasture covering about 1/4 of the country’s territory (Kosayev 
and Guliev, 2006) livestock numbers as high as never before and relatively small pasture area available per 
livestock unit (Neudert et al., 2015) already today lead to excessive grazing pressure on the natural 
resource. Consequently, the potential conflict between land user and the gazelles has to be mitigated and 
an integrated management concept to be developed.  
 
2. Research question 

As agriculture and pastoralism are human activities, the involvement and participation of stakeholders in 
the conservation planning process and management is necessary if not indispensable (Henle et al., 2008). 
To contribute to this process, the research questions are the following:  

1. What characterizes the dependency of the herders on the grazing resources and does the carrying 
capacity allow for co-existence of livestock and gazelles? 

2. What is the range and moving pattern of re-introduced gazelles and does it overlap with existing 
pasture areas? 

3. What could be practical compromises between rangeland management, gazelle reintroduction 
and conservation?  

 
3. Methods 

Field missions for the assessment of vegetation and collection of biomass were conducted at the beginning 
and at the end of the grazing season (Nov/Dec 2013 and Mar/May 2014, respectively). Altogether over 
300 plots were investigated, out of these 30 with full vegetation relevés (plot sizes of 5x5 and 10x10 m) 
applying the Londo scale (Londo, 1976). For the overall description of vegetation classes in the study area 
we furthermore used data from (Schmidt and Uppenbrink, 2009), who investigated the area in spring 2006. 
Due to seasonal restrictions we used (Prilipko, 1970) as a reference for our simplified vegetation 
classification, based on dominant species and physiognomy (Peper et al., 2010). Biomass samples were 
taken two times, before arrival of livestock in autumn and repeated at the time of departure in spring. They 
were taken randomly at 19 locations (3 to 5 replicates of 1 m² squares per plot). For main fodder species 
like A. fragrans, B. ischaemum, Salsola spp, Sueade spp and K. caspicum the nutritional values such as 
metabolisable energy were analysed based on data from Aliyev (1954), Kakulia (1952), Larin (1951), Peper 
et al. (2010a). The pasture assessment was done with the help of two variables, (a) stocking rates and (b) a 
scale for assessing the grazing impact. Stocking rates are given in sheep units (SU) per hectare (SU/ha). The 
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scale for grazing impact was applied by visually assessing the density of livestock tracks and excrements 
per m² on a particular plot. It comprises six steps ranging from ‘no impact’ (0) to ‘very high impact’ (5). A 
multi-temporal supervised classification (Maximum Likelihood) of Landsat 8 imagery from 17 May and 
21 Aug 2014 was used to extrapolate data gained from vegetation relevés and biomass samples. The socio-
economic surveys of all herders (N=55) in the Ajinohur and adjacent Sarija depression took place in 2010 
by GiZ Azerbaijan, who provided the data to us. They partly were replicated by us in 2013 and 2014, on 
the basis of quantitative, structured interviews. 
 
4. Results  

For the Ajinohur basin (encapsulated by black line in Fig B1) we distinct seven phyto-ecological land cover 
classes in our supervised classification, with Artemisia and Chenopodiace shrub formations (five classes) 
covering 88,5 % of the study area and Juniper and Stipa spp. dominates classes (two classes and only 
occurs at the fringe of the study area) covering 1,5% of the study area. Bare soil and Solonchaks formed 
another two land cover classes, covering 10% of the study area. The vegetation types we currently 
encountered provide a biomass amount which would sustain about 40.000 in the research area. Yet, with 
an actual stocking rate of 57,445 SU, the (theoretical) carrying capacity is exceeded by 1/3 (Table B1); 60% 
of the pasture shows high grazing impact (degradation). The collapse of this system is only prevented due 

to pasturing in the juniper woodland 
(legally forbidden) as well as additional 
barley and hay supply. We also detect 
an unappropriated utilisation of 
Bothriochloa ischaemum stands which 
potentially could be harvested before 
flowering and thus provide significant 
amount of hay but as it is left on site 
becomes unpalatable following the 
flowering stage. Thus, livestock 
moving to their winter range will find 
Bothriochloa pastures to be poor (if 
not useless) with limited feed 
resources from October until the end 
of the cold period (Abdaladze and 
Chiboshvili, 2004; Sokhadze, 1970).  
The entire study area, fully part of the 
Gakh State Nature Sanctuary 
(established in 2003), is leased out to 
pastoralist on one to 15 year contracts, 
with short term contract prevailing. All 
the land is state owned and exclusively 
used as winter pasture with some 
additional small scale crop cultivation 
(wheat and barley) in neighbourhood 
of the pastoralist camps. The entire 
region is an important winter pasture, 
grazing is managed by each herder on 
their pasture. There is no fixed 
rotational system in place nor is any 
other form of assessment or 

management from the outside. The individual evaluation of the condition of different areas is the basis for 
the rotation of livestock and, subsequently, the preference of some areas over others. About 40% of the 
herders indicated a worsening of the pasture conditions and there is no income alternative to livestock 
herding in the vicinity. The incentives to care about the pasture is very low, a consequence of insecure 
leasing conditions.  
For the sanctuary and the State Nature Reserve, neither a management plan exists, protected areas staff of 
the reserve from time to time patrols the area. As radio collar surveys oft he Gazelles (conducted by the 
national WWF office) show: at the moment there are no spatial or temporal conflicts for fodder, yet 
shepherd dogs are considered a direct thread to the re-introduced Gazelles.  

Fig B1 Multi-temporal supervised classification of Landsat 8 imagery 
from 17 May and 21 Aug 2014 showing dominant pasture and 
rangeland species (classifier: Maximum Likelihood). Map: Stephan 
Busse 
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Table B1 Carrying capacity in the Ajinohur depression (values in table only refer to territory encapsulated by black 
line in Fig B1 and thus do not express e.g. dense Juniper or Riparian Forest land cover class) based on available 
biomass. ME=Metabolized energy index (mega joule per kilogram dry mass); SU= Sheep Units  

Land cover class Area 
[ha] 

ME 
[MJ/kg dm] 

Avg. 
SU/ha 

SU 
total 

sparse Juniper woodland 160    

Chenopodiaceae scrub formations 2,350 2,016,333 0.5 1,120 

Artemisia-Chenopodiacea (Salsula/Suaeda spec.) scrub 
formations 

2,881 13,948,763 2.7 7,749 

Artemisia fragrans formations 3,520 7,364,624 1.2 4,091 

Artemisia-Stipa spec. formations 119 743,106 3.5 413 

sparse Stipa spp -Artemisia-scrub formations 1,613 1,974,355 0.7 1,097 

Bothriochloa-/Both.-Artemisia formations 6,038 27,932,605 4.8 28,992 

Bare Soil >95% 1,858 0 0.0 0 

Pasture and carrying capacity in the Ajinohur depression: 18,539 53,979,786 2.3 43,393 

 

5. Discussion 

Although at the very moment the fodder provision still seems appropriate – the majority of herders 
complained about negative trends in fodder quality and increasing challenges to keep the present level of 
business. In any case the stocking rates are to high for the present biomass availability, thus at least the 
management needs to be coordinated and improved. Management of Bothriochloa ischaemum is strongly 
needed. As presently the biomass is not harvested and used as hay resource, thus remains in stem 
unpalatable.21 
Developing and applying a rangeland management scheme with all herders and for the entire basin would 
not only lead to the provision of fodder but also support the increase of plant biodiversity and thus 
contribute to a higher provision of ecosystem services (Rodríguez-Ortega et al., 2014).  
We could yet not identify spatial competition between livestock and gazelles. Yet, as the gazelles also 
moves close to farmsteads and partly graze on the barley fields there seems to be a potential conflict which 
has to be addressed in negotiations with the farmers and consequently mitigated. A revision of the 
allocated pasture/land plots seems advisable in regard to establish a valid legal basis for gazelle 
reintroduction. The lowest parts of the depression are de jure leased out to the farmers, de facto these are 
hardly used, as reported by the farmers. Reason for this is not only the distance from the farmsteads, more 
often it is the increased salinization process. Yet, here gazelles roam, being able to cope with these site 
conditions (Alekperov and Kuliev, 1981).  
The territory bears the status of a state nature sanctuary (comparable to IUCN cat IV), resulting in a weak 
protection regime with little legal interventions possible in terms of management of the Gazelles. Although 
applying strong regulation seems advisable, strong regulation also lead to reduces learning process of the 
pastoralist and thus recused his capabilities in a free market surrounding (Janssen et al., 2000).  As a 
consequence, setting conservation targets in this production landscape needs be taken jointly, in order to 
influence the different levels of decision making that have an impact on biodiversity (Petersen and Huntley, 
2005).  
As the re-introduction programme continues, the co-existence of livestock breeding as well as conservation 
of the gazelle needs a clear participatory management approach to align different demand and 
expectations from both sides. As spatial segregation between the gazelle range and pasture of livestock is 
hardly possible, the mitigation of conflicts can be achieved via co-management agreements (Borrini-
Feyerabend et al., 2004), yet a complete new approach for the country. To build that partnership following 
steps are necessary: i) awareness raising on local and regional level, ii) participation of herders in re-
introduction planning, iii) monitoring of livestock numbers, iv) scientific support to a sustainable pasture 

                                                
21 Just opposite the boarder in Georgia, (Gintzburger, 2012) relates the high abundance of Bothriochloa to an under-grazing situation, particularly before reaching 

the  reproductive stage in June. 
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management and v) public or private compensation mechanisms for economic shortcomings due to the 
gazelle reintroduction. Jointly developed, the co-management agreements between the state via the 
protected area administration and the land contractor needs will set roles and responsibilities, create the 
basis for cooperation and last but not least share the responsibility for integrated site management.  
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1.6.3. Institutions, political realities, policy and governance of biological diversity  
 

“Caring for ecosystems demands far-sightedness, 
 since no one looking for quick and easy profit 

 is truly interested in their preservation.” 
(Pope Francis, 2015)  

 
The achievements of Azerbaijan’s ‘national park programme’ were less a matter of civil 
enforcement or participation than of the governmental, political and cultural structure. As I show 
in chapter V, the implementation of ‘national park programme’ and the extension of the PAs could 
only be realised through the informal political support of influential networks in the regime. The 
personal interests of both presidents (Heyar Aliyev and Ilham Aliyev) also supported the 
approach. Consequently, an authoritarian political structure and its strong capacity for 
environmental protection (Chatrchyan and Wooden, 2005) has been a major leverage for 
Azerbaijan’s extension of the protected area network.  
A double-edged sword, as Müller (2014) showed at the example of Russia’s most recent nature 
conservation history, where the autocratic regime implements fast and far-reaching decisions in 
favour of economic development, and as a result reversed previous conservation success.  
Azerbaijan’s path to an autocratic regime has not always been apparent, as shown in chapter II.  
In the nation’s young history, a short phase of liberalisation and what Huntington (1991) calls 
‘replacement’ took place in the country (Table 2). However, since the consolidation of power 
through the Aliyev family and its network, the transformation process seems to be stuck in a 
‘‘twilight zone between facade democracies and outright sultanistic regimes” (Bayulgen, 2005).  
Moreover, due to this, the classification of Beyme (1994), who proposes a theory of three phases 
of transformation at the example of ex-socialist Eastern European countries (1. liberalisation, 2. 
democratisation and 3. consolidation) no longer was applicable to Azerbaijan.  
Table 2 Political development in Azerbaijan: from the initial liberal phase during Gorbachev’s Glasnost & 
Perestroika and the subsequent independence to a now mostly authoritarian regime, following the Ukraine’s uprising 
of civil society at the Euromaidan in 2013 (Spanger, 2016).  

Period Political phase Characteristic Abbasov stages (Abbasov, 2009) 

1988-
1991 

Liberalism initial period of independence 
and the first elections 

1991-1993: First Stage with state 
and institution building 

1991-
1995 

Nationalism with a new government, but also 
the turmoil of uprising and war 
with Armenia starting in the 
1990s 

1995-
2013 

Mildly 
Authoritarian 

Heydar Aliyev (re)seizing power 
in 1993 and being elected 
president in 1995, Ilham Aliyev 
coming into office in 2003 

1993-2003: Second Stage with  
return of Heydar Alivey,  
consolidation of independence, 
strengthening the regime of informal 
and personal power 

2013- 
today 

Authoritarian following the Ukraine’s uprising 
of civil society (Euromaidan) in 
2013 (Spanger, 2016) 

2003 – 2009 (eventually beyond): 
Third stage with Ilham Aliyevs 
ascent to power and abolishment of 
democratic development 

 



37 

The consolidation of the state did not lead to consolidation of civil structures and principles of 
democracy, but rather to the consolidation of a hybrid regime with a basically democratic 
framework but an autocratic reality (Musayev, 2010) 22.  
Azerbaijan can be clearly assigned to a nuclear model of political structure, where political power 
is invested in larger or smaller political units, yet belonging to the same central nucleus (Mathews 
(1996)). I am aware that even in an actor-based political assessment, the interdependency between 
different actors and groups ultimately forms the policy. Yet, as for Azerbaijan and other post-
Soviet countries, civil participation in the process of policy negotiation remains marginalised, and 
policy is often a monolithic directive by the particular ministry or state authority serving as nuclei. 
At the level of ministers and other high ranking state officials, the distribution of and competence 
for resources, power and policies is a formative process, ruled only by the overarching demand 
for political and personal loyalty to the president.  
As a result, the power of influential officials in the administration is very important for any gain 
or failure of the protected area programme (chapter II and V). The resilience of informal power 
structures in Azerbaijan and the “dichotomy between formal and informal, official and unofficial 
politics” (Cornell and Starr, 2006) cumulates in the fact that centres of political power are 
equivalent to kinship networks and clans (Abbasov, 2009; Aliyev, 2013; Tartes, 2015). At any 
rate, in the Caucasus, the affiliation with a particular clan, with its kinship and patronage, is 
widespread and serves as a fundamental part of social interplay and relations (e.g., Auch, 1994; 
Babajew, 2009; Baberowski, 2003; De-Waal, 2010). Present-day Azerbaijan can be aligned with 
“super-presidential” systems23, which are characterised by a distinct allocation to and practice of 
power by the president (Rüb, 2001). Auty (2004), in Shaw (2013), describes the process as 
follows: “In the absence of an impartial judiciary and civil service, ministries form lines of 
patronage whose ability to deliver rewards (such as tax relief, relaxed regulation and preferential 
contracts) depends upon proximity to the Aliyev family…”. As a consequence, multilateral 
governance (in all fields, including the environment) is less a matter of relations between various 
social groups across hierarchies, but a matter of personal relations among the ruling elite.  
This, in turn, leads to the question of to what extend successful nature conservation depends on 
democratic procedures, rather than the personality and attitude of the leading figure(s) in charge. 
Since the establishment of the MENR, the same minster, Husseingulu Baghirov (a historian by 
profession), has occupied the position. A former head of the communist party’s youth 
organisation (“komsomol”), he was already part of the ruling elite at the end of the Soviet Union 
and even more part of Heydar Aliyev’s wider network. In addition, his grandfather was Mir Jafar 
Baghirov, Secretary General of the Communist Party of Azerbaijan under Stalin and practically 
the head of state at that time. With this personal history, Baghirov has always been part of the 
elite in the country, although he focused on business as well as the establishment of the first 
private university in the 1990s. In 2001, he was selected as minister for environment by Heydar 
Aliyev, following a short intermezzo as minister for economy. Being part of the ruling network, 
the personality and the conservation ambition of Baghirov certainly played a crucial role in the 
process of safeguarding the country’s natural heritage. However, as all ministers, regional 
governors and all other relevant positions in the governmental apparatus are appointed (or 
dismissed) by the president himself, loyality is the topmost imperative. Due to this and as the 
formal consequence the central authorities, i.e. the ministers and the president, have the possibility 
to more or less directly conduct or steer governance down to the very local level (Fig 5). Since 
the establishment of the MENR, there has been the demand to include NGOs in the duties of the 
ministry. However, according to Mamedzade (2004), the potential was not used effectively. 
“Bagirov’s call for greater involvement by the non-governmental sector is so far having only 
modest success. There are around 75 environmental NGOs in Azerbaijan, but only a third of them 

                                                
22 One reason for this can be sought in the fact that in the 1990s “stability was a more urgent concern 

than the abstract concept of democracy, which was generally seen as having brought nothing but 
disorder and poverty” (Cornell, 2001).  

23 as also, e.g., Kazakhstan and Russia 
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are active - a small 
number in a 
country with so 
many significant 
ecological 
problems.”24At the 
provincial or local 
level, hardly any 
society-driven 
reflection on 
environmental 
issues takes place, 
as almost no civil 
groups exist and 
local governance is 
still undeveloped. 
The oppositional 
green civil 
movement of the 
first years of the country’s independence largely faded into insignificance. In the past ten years, 
this has exacerbated a continuous (often indirect) pressure on existing liberal25 structures.  
But civil society participation and local and regional consensus on the target are important factors 
for the process of establishing a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve (BR) (Borsdorf et al., 2014; Stoll-
Kleemann et al., 2010; Getzner et al., 2010), as currently envisaged by the MENR (2014a).  
As a consequence, successful implementation of this concept requires more than the political will 
of the MENR and its minister for the establishment of the site. It requires a third-order policy 
change, meaning a radical shift of the overall policy (Hall, 1993)26 because so far, the country’s 
top-down designation of PAs, neglects the following factors:  

1. compensation of individuals negatively affected by the action, 
2. investment into the (subsequent) acceptance of the measure, 
3. development of multi-actor-based management  
4. thorough and transparent communication and dialogue with all stakeholders concerned 

with and affected by the measure.  
The understanding of local socio-ecological systems and mediation between the inter alia relation 
between natural and cultural heritage conservation and local governance structure is a prerequisite 
for BR development in Azerbaijan. Removing institutional and social barriers on the 
environmental policy instruments such as: regulative laws, planning and economic approaches, 
cooperation and information (Müller-Rommel, 2001 is another one.  
In this regard, the process of trust building is crucial and certainly will take a long time. As 
“democratization takes place in civil society rather than in institutional politics “(Ergun, 2005), 
it becomes apparent that the state of liberalisation and the development of democracy continue to 
have failed as long as an empowerment of the citizens has not taken place. Herein, the 
establishment and successful management of a BR can be a mirror of this state of the nation.  

 
 

                                                
24 today and except WWF Azerbaijan, there is hardly one independent environmental NGO left in 

Azerbaijan 
25 Following O’Donnell and Schmitter (2013), we define liberal elements for the individual such as 

freedom of movement, speech and petition, sanctity of private homes and correspondence, etc. On the 
group level, we define liberality as freedom from censorship, freedom from punishment for expression 
of collective dissent from government policy, etc.  

26 First and second level changes are adaptions of the existing system with different intensity.  

Fig 5 Centralised system of the state administration under the President of the Republic 
with a de facto hierarchical relationship between the local executive bodies and the 
municipalities. For governance of the environment and protected areas, e.g., the central 
administration plays a more significant role than the presentation of local communities.  
The heads of the regional government are directly appointed by the president. 
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1.7.  Conclusion & Outlook  
 

"Thirty and more monstrous giants are standing over there!  

I shall ride towards them and do battle with them unto the death!" 

(Cervantes, 1605/2004) 
 
 
Over the past 25 years, the individual attempts to raise living standards in Azerbaijan have led to, 
e.g., i) fragmentation of habitats, ii) privatisation of land, iii) intensification of land use, and iv) 
overexploitation of resources. The response of the Ministry for Ecology and Natural Resources 
(MENR) has been the establishment of national parks or the extension of strictly protected areas.  
With 5 % of the country’s surface becoming protected in about six years, I underline that in 
Azerbaijan a ‘hot moment for conservation’ did occur. Unpredictable beforehand this hot moment 
did not occur during the first years of independence but only with “the right persons at the right 
time” as one of my interviewee put it. Or, as the minister for environment replied “the overall 
circumstances allowed for that”. As I outlined in the thesis, the occurrence and utilisation of this 
hot moment is very much linked to the cultural pre-setting in Azerbaijan, paired with the personal 
attitude of national decision-makers towards conservation progress. It has less been depended on 
a/ the political interregnum of the early 90th, convincing scientific arguments or significant 
financial support.  
Yet, it fortunately coincided with an internal institutional reform and thus the establishment of 
MENR and due to that, a broad access and responsibility for resources (like land) within one 
administration. But apart from that, without an environmental minister, personally sizing the 
given chance - the national park programme would not have been realised. The statement of Meir 
et al. (2004), that “conservation investments tend to be unpredictable”, can be confirmed but it 
doesn’t exclude the fact that hot moments of conservation can be stipulated, or their development 
supported.  
Transformation processes in any country provide opportunities for challenging and changing the 
status quo, whether it is political or institutional. Yet, windows of opportunities may not only 
appear with the transition of states, but also with internal shifts of power or institutional reforms. 
Available conservation planning documents, strategies or competent advice can be helpful at that 
time but they need to fit and adapt to social, cultural and political preconditions, such as the 
regional divides and political regionalism, existing kinship networks and the lacking trust in 
municipal institutions. 
I postulate that, if a (genuine!) altruistic concern for the safeguarding of the natural heritage is 
paired with the Western ideal of democracy27, we simplify the local and regional cultural and 
political preconditions and thus may fall short in our efforts. In practical terms: what is common 
and good standard for democracies in Western Europe – the participation of stakeholders in the 
planning of a PA – will not easily gain ground in a country like Azerbaijan. Among others, this 
holds true for three reasons: 

1. Civil and democratic rights, principles and approaches have not yet been developed (or 
have been repressed) on a local level for cultural, (communist) historical and present-day 
political reasons (e.g., Baberowski, 2003; Chatrchyan and Wooden, 2005; Fenz, 2003; 
Gurbanova, 2009). 

2. Highly uncertain planning environment on the individual level further weakened the 
stewardship and responsibility for the common resources, which was already weak in the 
Soviet system (Palubinskas, 2003). 

3.  “Appreciation of nature” (Tishkov, 2002) and nature conservation have no primary focus 

                                                
27  put into practice via participation 
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– from the individual to the governmental level, due to the primary demand for economic 
security, originating from the ongoing insecurity of the transition.  

For any autocratic states a systematic approach for the future is even harder to extract as quick 
conservation success largely depends on the particular political regime. In dependency of the 
stability conservation gains may even erode quickly if power at central level is not maintained. 
To avoid this, awareness, local acceptance and participation – even if achieved retroactively – 
serves an anchor for the existence of the protected areas.  
At this point, it is more import to increase the quality of the process. The importance of 
conservation and sustainable management of the Commons must be addressed via “…dialogue 
among interested parties, officials, and scientists; complex, redundant, and layered institutions; 
a mix of institutional types; and designs that facilitate experimentation, learning, and change...“ 
(Dietz et al., 2003). Albeit a lengthy process, the effort to strengthen civil society is inevitable, as 
only a politically mature citizen will request his/her full right to contribute and participate in 
initiatives that, for example, result in mutual consensus on the establishment of PAs. 

Legitimacy28 in this regard is among the first steps to be reached, if the twofold approach needs 
to be bridged and quick gains by establishing protected area need to be turned into long term 
success for conservation.  Gaining this legitimacy for conservation is important in particular as 
nature and especially the Commons in Azerbaijan have been seen less as a community resource 
but as a resource to be used for safeguarding individual income and survival (Noack and 
Hidayatov, 2007).  

For good reasons, both sides have seen their activities as legitimate29, yet, none has tried to 
legitimise its perspective to the other side. But only if both sides understand that the common 
natural resources are the future social and ecological capital and its conservation serves all 
community interests, acceptance can be achieved. At the moment, the state does not act as a 
mediator, nor does it try to mediate between economic development and conservation. 
Taking this into account, nature conservation also becomes a matter of system transformation 
policy as well as subject of developmental and international cooperation. As a consequence, 
conservation strategies, also in an international cooperation context, need to be twofold: a) to 
safeguard pristine nature as a matter of urgency by accepting a non-participatory approach and b) 
strengthening good governance, rule of law and democracy as pre-dependency for mid to long 
term conservation success (Tallis et al., 2008). 
A precondition for this is a system of checks and balances, achieved via empowerment of civil 
society from the local to the national level, multilateral governance across different hierarchies, 
development of a lattice model of power (OECD 2001). Due to their integrative approach, 
Biosphere Reserves are a particularly suitable tool for addressing this complexity. By applying 
this concept, regions may not only become model regions for sustainable development or ‘places 
of learning’ to explore and to demonstrate approaches to conservation, sustainable development 
and multiple governance but also learning sites for democracy 
Here, international cooperation can serve as a lever for achieving this directly and indirectly and 
conservation planning – as part of development cooperation – should always seek cooperation 
with both the political regimes as well as civil society. Practical conservation planning and 
implementation thus acts as a moderator and facilitator between the opposing poles of the 
planning process (values of nature and the demand for human development) plus – as for 
autocratic countries – the suppression of civil rights.  

                                                
28 I consider legitimacy, which I use in the context of “stakeholder acceptance”, following Sandström et 

al. (2014) who themselves define legitimacy as ”a matter of accepting the decision-making power in 
itself, the particular procedure of decision making, or what is decided” (Scharpf, 1999 in Sandström 
et al., 2014).  

29 strict segregationally conservation concept on the side of the government, illegal resources use in 
protected areas on the side of local villager or land user  
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There is no alternative if the preservation of nature, natural processes and biodiversity is 
considered valuable for humankind. In this process, trust building, ecological competence and 
mid-term international support can be a driving force.  
Taking this step does not depend on a particular moment; the notion of conservation is usually 
connected with the safeguarding of the national heritage – which can be timeless. Therefore, I 
consider any cooperation before, during and after a regime shift or transition to be reasonable – 
also for the preparation of ‘hot moments for conservation’. If focusing on the moment of change 
only, luck and less strategy becomes the dominant factor in our conservation aims.  This basic 
principle, can also be applied to other non-democratic governments and countries, although the 
process as well as the results may significantly differ.  
I believe that only Willi Brand’s approach of ‘change through rapprochement’ [“Wandel durch 
Annäherung”] serves as the appropriate way for working in and with authoritarian countries. 
Dialogue, cooperation and the integration of Azerbaijan’s politics into a modern moral canon of 
sustainability may appear quixotic and a permanent fight against windmills. Despite the apparent 
deficiencies in regard to democratic legitimacy, it is essential in this regard to remain in dialogue 
with the governing elite, e.g., the IDEA campaign or MENR as well as any other stakeholders. 
Only a continuous exchange of perceptions, definitions, and approaches (of sustainable 
development) will lead to progress beyond the current style of governance. Therewith, 
conservation partnerships will become a humanitarian act of exchange and eventually 
peacebuilding. 
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Abstract  
 
Despite global attempts to halt the loss of biodiversity, not only is the pressure expected to 
increase but habitats and species will continue to disappear, as well. Azerbaijan, a biodiversity 
hotspot, has doubled the size of its protected territory to more than 10% of the country’s surface 
area over the past 15 years. Based on the legacy of the Soviet Union’s ‘Zapovedniki,’ nine new 
national parks were established within a short period of time, thus safeguarding a large part of the 
country’s intangible and representative natural heritage. This article aims to provide practical 
insights into Azerbaijan’s young history and the present state of protected area planning and 
development. We analyse the role of conservation planning and plans in this process. 
Furthermore, we provide an outlook on the spatial gaps in the protected area network and on high-
value territories still requiring protection under a biodiversity- and habitat conservation-based 
perspective. With the ongoing, rapid economic development in Azerbaijan, the threats to the 
remaining biodiversity hotspots increase. Based on grey literature such as graduation theses and 
project reports and repeated site visits, we applied ICUN’s/CMP threat classification classes to a 
range of high-value territories not yet under protection. A prioritisation of these sites is given, 
based on the criteria of hemeroby, representativeness and conservation urgency. Under temporal 
aspects, we consider urgency for conservation to be the key criterion when ranking potential 
conservation measures for different sites in Azerbaijan. A discussion of the question whether 
Azerbaijan’s spatial conservation gains achieved by its ‘National Park Programme’ will soon be 
jeopardized by the significant lack of qualitative gains concludes the overview.  
 
 
Keywords: Azerbaijan, protected area, conservation planning, landscape ecology  
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1. Introduction  

The destruction of habitats on a global scale occurs at alarming rate and poses a huge risk to 
biodiversity (CBD, 2014; Watson et al., 2016). This also holds true for the Caucasus Ecoregion, 
ranked among the Earth’s 25 most important hotspots of biological diversity (Myers, Mittermeier, 
Mittermeier, Da Fonseca, & Kent, 2000). Azerbaijan is regarded as the country with the highest 
biological diversity in Europe (Michael Succow, 2005). Roughly the size of Austria (88,600 km²), 
the diversity of habitats is tremendous within this very confined area - from semi-deserts and 
steppes to wetlands (peatlands), temperate and subtropical broadleaf forests, sub-alpine meadows 
and arid highlands. The country is part of the Eastern sub-Mediterranean climatic region and is 
home to about 4,300 vascular plant species, 270 of which are endemic to the country. 
 

 
Fig. 1 Topographical overview of Azerbaijan. Design: Stephan Busse, on the basis of MODIS scene from 2005 

The high faunistic diversity is expressed by the occurrence of, e.g., Leopard (Panthera pardus 
ciscaucasica), Goitered Gazelle (Gazella subguttorosa subguttorosa), Caucasian Tur (Capra 
caucasica cylindricornis), Bezoar Goat (Capra aegagrus) and Caspian Seal (Pusa caspica); the 
ornithological diversity is reflected by 395 species (Schmidt, Gauger, & Agayeva, 2008). Reasons 
for the high rates of biodiversity and endemism in Azerbaijan are i) its topography, resulting in a 
high variation of climatic effects and landscapes, and ii) its location at a biogeographical 
crossroads for species from the Irano-Turanian, Mediterranean and European floristic regions. 
Nature conservation has a long, albeit ambivalent tradition in the Caucasus region. The first 
strictly protected area (SPA) was established under Tsarist rule in 1912 (Lagodheki SPA) in 
Georgia, and the first conservation sites in present-day Azerbaijan were established in 1925 
(Göygöl SPA) (Auch & Schmidt, 2015). In the entire Soviet Union, including Azerbaijan, strictly 
protected areas (in Russian: Zapovedniki) formed the backbone of nature conservation 
(Shtilmark, 2003; Weiner, 1999). However, the designation of a reserve did not safeguard its 
status, species and habitats forever. The setting of political priorities by the Soviet Union’s 
communist party led to the reversal of previously designated protected areas (PAs) in the 1930s 
and again in the 1950s (Josephson et al., 2013; Weiner, 1999); shifting political priorities also led 
to the repeated decommissioning and reestablishment of PAs in Azerbaijan (e.g., Göygöl Reserve 
/National Park was established three times).  
With Gorbachev’s politics of ‘Glasnost and Perestroika,’ deficits in environmental policy became 
apparent. Following a decree by the central committee of the Soviet Union’s Communist Party 
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on “radical reforms of nature conservation in the entire country” (in January 1988), Azerbaijan’s 
conservation policy also became subject to reform. The opportunity for critical civil voices in 
Azerbaijan (Ismailov, 2007) supported these reforms, and as a result, conservation efforts in 
Azerbaijan intensified. However, the breakdown of the Soviet Union and Azerbaijan’s subsequent 
independence in 1991 led to a significant relapse in this plan’s implementation.  
The economic crisis in the aftermath of independence accelerated the deteriorating ecological 
situation across the entire region (Auch & Schmidt, 2015). Open access to natural resources led 
to illegal logging of forests, poaching and unregulated resource extraction, resulting in significant 
threats to biodiversity (V. Krever, Zazanashvili, Jungius, Williams, & D.Petelin, 2001; Noack & 
Hidayatov, 2007; UNECE, 2004). With the establishment of a Ministry for Ecology and Natural 
Resources (MENR) in 2001, conservation finally gained momentum in Azerbaijan. The result 
was a “National Park Programme,” perhaps only comparable to the East German blueprint as of 
1989 (Succow et al., 2001). The percentage of protected areas more than doubled, reaching 10.3% 
of the country’s total surface area by 2012 (Fig. 2).  
 

 
Fig. 2 Trends in number and size of different protected area categories in Azerbaijan. Note: In the statistics table of the State 
Statistical Committee of Azerbaijan, the category “State natural wildlife refuge” is used instead of the term “State Nature 
Sanctuary” applied by us throughout our text. Source: http://www.stat.gov.az/source/environment/indexen.php based on data from 
the MENR, last updated 31 March 2015. Accessed 17 September 2015 

Yet today, the pressure on nature and natural resources is increasing again, this time as a 
consequence of economic development due to the tremendous oil wealth. Currently, we do not 
recognise a link between increased per-capita income resulting in environmental improvement 
(O’Lear & Gray, 2006), the right side of the U-shaped Kuznets curve (Yandle, Bhattarai, & 
Vijayaraghavan, 2004) nor the tunnelling of the curve (Ott & Döring, 2011).  
Due to this, and despite initial success, present-day Azerbaijan faces a discussion regarding the 
quality as well as the future of its PA network. First, not all high-value territories mentioned in 
several planning documents are included in the PA network. Second, even national parks and 
strict nature reserves increasingly face pressure due to economic development, utilisation of 
resources and the malfunction of its management (Arnegger & Dieterich, 2016).  
Fifteen years after the beginning of PA development in independent Azerbaijan, a review of gains, 
gaps and pending progress in the network seems to be appropriate. In doing so, we will not only 
reveal a national principle for conservation action but also provide an outlook on future 
challenges. Under this premise, the present article attempts to provide a comprehensive overview 
of the protected area system in Azerbaijan by focusing on the following questions:  

1. What were the driving factors in the country’s conservation programme in the last 15 
years, and did conservation planning play a role in this? 

2. Is the current PA network representative of the diversity of habitats? 

3. What are the geographical gaps in the current PA network, and consequently, what are 
the priorities for extended spatial conservation efforts? 
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In addition to answering these questions, we will discuss several of the major management 
challenges of the existing PAs in regard to the integration of multiple-stakeholder demands and 
acceptance of PAs.  

 
 
 

2. Material and Methods30 

 
Under the constant, if not increasing, pressure on habitats and biodiversity, it is better to 
act with incomplete knowledge than to wait for a detailed comprehension (McCook et al., 
2009). The data used and presented in this article reflects expert opinion and the current 
knowledge, which is still the best available information regarding the otherwise scarce 
literature on nature conservation in Azerbaijan.  
Four major planning documents that outline high-value biodiversity areas were available 
for review and were used in the assessment of conservation gains. In 1998, the first 
National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP) was published in Azerbaijan. The NEAP 
contained spatial references and initial proposals for the development of protected areas 
(GozKomEkologii, 1998). In 2001, a comprehensive overview of conservation priorities 
was published by the WWF (Krever et al., 2001), which slightly expanded the priorities 
for spatial conservation. The document has been continuously updated, and an 
‘Ecoregional Conservation Plan’ (ECP) was published in 2006 (WWF, 2006) and revised 
again in 2012 (WWF, 2012b). In addition, Schmidt and Uppenbrink (2009) provided a 
special gap analysis for Azerbaijan’s protected area network, based on landscape-
ecological assessments. Within these documents, several authors outlined and partly 
updated about 20 mid-term conservation targets (ranging from management 
recommendations to new PAs to be established) with geographical references.  
Based on these documents, we structured our assessment as follows:  
 
1. We analysed the conservation plans and their spatial targets (new/ extended PAs in any 

category) in regard to achievements reached since independence. In this, we focus  on a) 
the overall spatial success of conservation and b) the role of conservation planning 
documents in the process. To reveal the importance of the documents as well as the 
chronology of actions, we conducted 19 qualitative expert interviews in 2014. The 
interviewees ranged from former and present ministry officials of different ranks to 
scientists and NGO representatives.  

2. On this basis, we analysed whether the country’s present PA network is comprehensive and 
includes all high-value biomes and territories representative of the country. We were able 
to use spatially explicit raw data on biodiversity and habitats from several authors, 
including Schmidt and Uppenbrink (2009), who compiled 36 field months of ecosystem 
research. In this meta study, we included scientific papers, students’ graduation theses (ten 
MSc theses, mainly from Greifswald University) and unpublished project reports including 
biodiversity-related and spatial references to one or several regions of Azerbaijan. The 
majority of these reports was prepared between 2006 and 2015 by the Germany-based 
Michael Succow Foundation and the University of Greifswald in cooperation with 
Azerbaijan’s MENR. We listed yet unprotected sites of high conservation value, to which 
we applied IUCNs/ CMPs (threats) classification schemes based on field evidence by 
experts and the authors.   

3. We then weighed the vulnerability of these sites, based on the approach given by Margules 

                                                
30 English transliteration of Azerbaijani alphabet (Roman script) follows Allworth (1971) 
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and Pressey (2000). Whereas the latter authors identified priority conservation areas in time 
and space according to their vulnerability and irreplaceability, we aligned priority regions 
along three axes (Table 1): 1. Hemeroby, 2. representativeness and importance of the 
ecosystem/habitat/species for Azerbaijan (presence of species and state of biodiversity) and 
3. the urgency with which conservation measures are needed (current and upcoming 
threats). For this assessment, we applied the methodology of AlHirsh et al. (2016), using 
expert-based evaluation supported by grey literature. Our experts’ judgement of threats and 
the urgency for conservation is based on personal site-specific knowledge and presents the 
best available information on ecosystems in Azerbaijan. Starting in 2002, our expert team 
has repeatedly visited all territories and regions mentioned in this article, i.e., before the 
economic development in Azerbaijan gained ground. Although we are aware of the 
subjective character, the long period of field experience enables us to recognize the threats 
posed, by the e.g. the destruction and degradation of sites due to economic development. 
As indicated in Table 1, we applied a simple scale for each criterion, based on different 
aspects of relevance for the criteria. 
 

Table 1 Criteria used to prioritise high-value conservation areas in Azerbaijan 

Criterion  Scale Sub-aspects of criterion 
Hemeroby 1- highly altered; 

4-  natural 
• level of anthropogenic alteration  
• proximity of settlements and technical 

installations 
• restoration potential 

Representative-ness 
and importance of 

the ecosystem/ 
habitat/ species 

1- not important; 
4- very important 

• abundance of the habitat on national and regional 
scale (Southern Caucasus/ Caspian Sea region) 

• size and spatial extension of the habitat 
• occurrence of threatened species 
• species / habitat diversity and abundance 

Urgency for 
conservation 

1- not urgent; 4-
very urgent 

• threats such as economic development 

 
Old Soviet literature was used as the reference for the (potential) natural status and species 
composition of the ecosystem. For the discussion of management challenges, we draw from 
repeated excursions to PAs in the context of advisory conservation and PA projects we conducted 
between 2008 and 2015 on behalf of institutions such as the WWF or GiZ. 

 
 

3. Results  

 
3.1. Conservation achievements in Azerbaijan - planned strategy or using 

a window of opportunity?   

Azerbaijan has made significant achievements in conserving its national as well as its regional 
biological and habitat diversity. In the last 25 years, Azerbaijan established 21 new protected 
areas (Table 2).  
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Table 2 PAs established in Azerbaijan since independence. Note: The year of practical establishment may differ from the year of 
presidential designation of the PA (which we use here). For example: Shahdagh NP was officially established by decree in 2006, but 
only in 2008 was the Charter of the NP published, and in 2009, staff was employed, including a director, rendering the 
establishment functional. Shabuz SNR (No. 13 in the table) was first established as an independent reserve and later merged with 
Ordubad NP to form the enlarged Zängäzur NP. 

 
 
The overview table of established PAs (Table 2) reveals two obvious aspects: i) significant 
extension of the PA network in independent Azerbaijan only started in 2003 and ii) many of the 
new PAs (contributing to the network’s major expansion) were never mentioned in the planning 
documents from that time.  
Among the reasons for the stagnation of PA extension after the country’s independence (in other 
cases an opportunity for extension of PAs (Aldhous, 2010; Müller, Shvarts, & Onufrenya, 2011)) 
are the war with Armenia as well as internal political turmoil in the 1990s (Auch & Schmidt, 
2015). In times of state and nation building, it was only with the establishment of the Ministry for 
Ecology and Natural Resources in 2001 that a “hot moment for biodiversity conservation” 
(Aldhous, 2010; Radeloff et al., 2013) gained ground and was realised. With the exception of two 
nature sanctuaries, the establishment of 20 PAs took place following an institutional reform and 
with the right people in the right governmental positions at the time (Schmidt et al., 2016). In 
total, nine new National Parks, three new Strict Nature Reserves and eight new State Nature 
Sanctuaries were added to the country’s conservation network. Therefore, the national parks by 
far account for the largest share of the new conservation sites (Fig 2). Today, in addition to the 
newly established national parks, eleven State Nature Reserves (IUCN cat I / “Zapovedniki” in 
Russian) and 24 State Nature Sanctuaries (comparable to IUCN cat IV and V) form the backbone 
of Azerbaijan’s conservation network (Fig 3).  



79 

 

 Fig. 3 Protected areas in Azerbaijan31, based on data from MENR. Map design: Stephan Busse, Germany 

As early as 1988, the Azerbaijani government published a first action plan to develop a national 
PA system with the target of covering an area of about 950,000 ha32 by 2010. In 1998 this 
document was basically republished and constituted a first state-wide strategy (GozKomEkologii 
1998). Here, only four spatial targets are outlined, all of which were implemented once the 
Ministry for Ecology and Natural Resources had been established.  
Later, the Azerbaijani government implemented various recommendations such as the 
establishment of Shahdagh, Samur Yalama and Göy Göl National Parks or the designation of the 
mud volcano region (or a set of PAs) along the Greater Caucasus chain in Western Azerbaijan.  
For the past 15 years, the national nature conservation policy went significantly beyond the 
recommendations contained in conservation plans made available by national and international 
NGOs and scientists. Territories such as Altiahgaj, Shirvan and Aghgöl National Parks were not 
recommended, but were among the first national parks to be established. The large-scale 
development of protected areas in the exclave of Nakhchivan (home region of president Ilham 
Aliyev’s family) was neither proposed nor foreseen by any of the conservation plan’s authors. 
Furthermore, there is a clear discrepancy between conservation planning documents and the 

                                                
31 http://eco.gov.az/en/76-list-of-especially-protected-nature-reserves (Accessed 12.02.2016) 
32 https://www.cbd.int/countries/profile/default.shtml?country=az#thematic. (Accessed: 18.06.2015) 
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established State Nature Sanctuaries (SNR), as none was recommended by any of the various 
plans.  
With this progress and with major representative biomes being protected today, the success can 
be characterized as seizing a political opportunity rather than the implementation of conservation 
plans. The progress in PA development clearly bears the stamp of using political opportunities 
within a strong top-down government structure, often characterised as a façade democracy 
(Guliyev, 2009). Clans, kinship networks and the relationships and bonds among the ruling elite 
- the major aspect of governance in Azerbaijan (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2016; Shaw, 2013) - have 
been dominant factors in PA development, as well (Schmidt et al., 2016). Due to the strong 
hierarchy within Azerbaijan’s political system and the personal networks, PA establishment in 
Azerbaijan has been a negotiation process between leading individuals within the government 
and their associates, as shown by our interviews. Yet, they also show that the spatial 
recommendations made in conservation planning documents also had a value, since they still 
served as a guideline for the administration and scientists in the country. Generally, it can be said 
that wherever spatial recommendations did not encounter significant political opposition, a PA 
was established by the Ministry for Ecology and Natural Resources. In this process, family ties 
already played a role during socialist times. With the academic Hassan Aliyev, a geographer who 
was the head of Azerbaijan’s communist conservation union and the brother of Heydar Aliyev 
(the first secretary of the communist party and later president of independent Azerbaijan), nature 
conservation has a history of strong and prominent advocacy. The Minister for the Environment 
(in charge since 2001) and certain members of the present ruling family are also in favour of 
conserving the national heritage (Auch & Schmidt, 2015, Schmidt et al., 2016), which, according 
to our interviews, did ease the efforts. 
Moreover, all national parks were established on the basis of strictly protected areas, and all of 
the additional land in the new PAs was state-owned and, in most cases, under the MENR’s 
authority. As a consequence, the designation itself could be prepared quickly, in particular since 
no stakeholder consultation or participation was involved. As a consequence, gains in PA 
designation were achieved very fast for particular areas, e.g., the extension of Hirkan NP (from 
22,000 ha to 40,358 ha) in 2008 was realised before a recommendation in this regard had even 
been published. Since the additional 18,000 ha were state-owned forest, the action fell entirely 
within the MENR’s administrative responsibility. A simple shift of competence from one 
department within the MENR to another (here from the Forest Department to the Protected Area 
Department) was the key for this designation.  
But this approach, as effective as the spatial gains may be, also led to problems, and the qualitative 
development of nature conservation is pending. Improvement of PA management, consolidation 
of fragmented PAs, and the establishment of corridors or transboundary conservation sites - to 
date, none of these recommendations have been implemented.33 
 

3.2. Comprehensiveness of the protected area network 

Today, all of Azerbaijan’s major biomes and regions with a high biodiversity value are 
representatively covered by at least one PA (Fig. 4). Obviously, the Lesser Caucasus and the 
Central Lowland do not hold many protected areas. This is due to the heavy alteration of these 
regions as a consequence of intensive land use within the last 150 years. In the Lesser Caucasus, 
mining for metals peaked as early as the late 19th century and left hardly any valuable habitats 
intact (von Siemens, 2013). The steppes in the central lowland and the foothills (e.g., signature 
C, D, H in Fig. 4) have been subject to large-scale agricultural conversion – Azerbaijan’s part in 
the Soviet Union-wide collectivisation and intensification programme by the communist party 
under Stalin (Weiner, 1999). Additional limitations to PA development in the Lesser Caucasus 
region are created by the occupation of large parts of Azerbaijan’s territory by Armenia and the 
resulting unsolved conflict.  
 
 
                                                
33 Yet, several projects are setting the stage for this, such as the ongoing reintroduction of gazelles and the 

consolidation of PAs in Western Azerbaijan, supported by WWF Caucasus. 
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Fig 4 Natural landscapes of Azerbaijan and the associated protected areas. Map design: Stephan Busse, Germany 

Despite the exemplary conservation of major biomes, several high-value areas within various 
biomes remain unprotected. The increased pressure on resources calls for the extension of the PA 
system, particularly in regions that have been highlighted as priority conservation areas - but are 
increasingly coming under threat of alteration and destruction.  
The inclusion of these territories in the PA network faces several challenges. With an increasing 
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population (from 7.1 million in 1990 to 9.7 million in 2016)34, intensification of agriculture (e.g., 
with the official head of sheep increasing from 2.5 million in 1991 to 8.5 million in 2016)35 and 
large-scale business and tourism development in the country36, there is strong competition for 
usable land among various parts of society.  
Based on expert interviews and according to our meta-analysis, the territories and actions 
mentioned in Table 3 are of the most urgent importance for biodiversity conservation and for 
closing gaps in Azerbaijan’s PA network. Without being exhaustive, they reflect a conservation 
emphasis that has been stated by several authors and is based on their research of ecosystems and 
species diversity.  
 
Table 3 Potential actions for improving the existing PA network via extension or consolidation of PAs in priority conservation 
areas, as stated in available conservation planning documents and other publications. Scientific justification and ecological 
background for these recommendations is given by various authors (last column on the right), who in part also recommend 
conservation efforts.  

 Ecosystem Region Landsca
pe class 
Accordi

ng to 
Fig 4 

Threat 
following 
IUCN/CM

P 

Concrete threat Recommended 
action 

according to 
conservation 

plans 

Recommended 
by 

Data source 
with site-
specific 

ecological 
assessment 

1 Coastal & 
wetlands 

i) Kura 
River Delta 

G 7.2. / 5.4. Upstream irrigation 
system and 
deterioration of water, 
Intensive sturgeon 
fishery blocking any 
fish migration to 
spawning grounds  

Establishment 
of PA and fish 
migration 
sanctuaries in 
the delta 

Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink, 
(2009); WWF 
(2006, 2012a) 

Hoogendoorn 
et al. (2005); 
Schmidt and 
Thiele (2008);  

ii) 
uninhabited 
islands of 
the Baku 
and 
Absheron 
archipelago 

D 1./9.2. Oil spills  Establishment 
of PAs 

Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink, 
(2009); WWF 
(2012a) 

Schmidt and 
Thiele (2008); 
Langhammer, 
(2009) 

iii) Sand 
dune 
complex of 
Dävächi 

C 3.2. / 5.1. Sand mining for 
construction; Tourism 
development 

Establishment 
of PA and 
restoration of 
coastal 
ecosystems  

Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink 
(2009); WWF, 
(2012a) 

Tegetmeyer et 
al., (2007) 

iv) 
Gizilaghaj 
State Nature 
Reserve 
region 

G 5.1. / 6.1. Intensive water fowl 
hunting, increased 
tourism actions  

Establishment 
of Gizilaghaj 
National Park 

MENR (2014)  

2 Forest v) Alluvial 
gravel fans 
along 
southern 
slope of the 
Greater 
Caucasus 

G / E  Gravel mining for 
construction  

Conservation of 
last riparian 
poplar forest on 
alluvial gravel 
fans in 
Azerbaijan 

Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink, 
2009; 

Zimmermann, 
(2009) 

vi) Garayasi 
State Nature 
Reserve  

G 2.3. Overgrazing, 
irreversible 
destruction of 
floodplain forest 

Conservation of 
the last 
remaining 
lowland riparian 
forest via 
expansion of 
the PA 

Peper (2006) Peper (2006) 

                                                
34Source: Statistical Yearbook Azerbaijan. Available at: 

http://www.stat.gov.az/source/demoqraphy/indexen.php (Accessed 18.10.2016) 
35 Source: http://www.stat.gov.az/source/agriculture/en/1.38en.xls (Accessed 18.10.2016) 
36 http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/10/magazine/azerbaijan-is-rich-now-it-wants-to-be-

famous.html?_r=0 (Accessed 18.10.2016) 
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3 High 
mountain 
meadows 

vi) 
Shahdagh 
National 
Park 

Z / S  2.3. Overgrazing, 
conversion of summer 
pasture to agricultural 
fields 

Adding sub-
alpine and 
alpine pasture 
clusters to the 
national park 

Krever et al., 
(2001), WWF 
(2012a),  

Schmidt et al., 
(2011), Etzold 
et al., (2015) 

4 Steppe & 
semi-desert 

viii) border 
region to 
Georgia  

H / C  2.3. Overgrazing due to 
exceed carrying 
capacity 

Consolidation 
of protected 
areas & 
establishment of 
(transboundary) 
gazelle 
sanctuary 

Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink 
(2009); WWF, 
(2012a) 

Busse et al., 
(2015); Peper, 
(2010); Peper 
et al., (2010); 
Gauger, 
(2007)  

ix) sub-
alpine belt 
of Talish 
Mountains, 
Southern 
Azerbaijan 

Y / R  2.3. Overgrazing Expanding 
protected areas 
in semi-arid 
Zuvand region 
and establishing 
transboundary 
cooperation 
with Iran  

Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink, 
(2009) 

Gauger and 
Heiss, (2011); 
Heiss, (2010, 
2013); 
Schmidt et al., 
(2008); Etzold 
and Strauss, 
(2005) 

x) Altiaghaj 
National 
Park region 

H / F  1.3. Large scale expansion 
of tourism and 
recreational facilities 

Inclusion of 
thermophilous 
woodlands and 
steppe 
ecosystems into 
national park 

Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink, 
(2009) 

Thiele, (2007) 

 
The sub-alpine meadow communities in the vicinity of Shahdagh National Park, the only alluvial 
dune complex or the last remaining floodplain forest (Garayazi Nature Reserve) in Azerbaijan all 
are representative of the country’s natural diversity and constitute equally important conservation 
targets. Yet, given the limited in-country personnel capacities and expertise as well as to underline 
the urge for action, it is advisable to weigh the recommended conservation actions made by 
several authors. The weighting (Fig 5) will underline the relevance of the single areas as well as 
prioritise future actions.   
 

 
Fig 5 weighting conservation aspects of high-value conservation areas (as shown in Table 3).  

We consider “urgency for conservation” as the most important category for the prioritisation of 
actions and decision making. In this regard three regions score the highest: the alluvial fans of the 
Greater Caucasus, the Kura River delta and sub-alpine meadows in Shahdag National Park region.  
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4. Discussion  

 
4.1. National policy for designating protected areas – a chance or a burden? 

For the extension of the PA network, the availability of recommendations and scientifically 
justified proposals for new PAs may have been useful and an appropriate tool to underline the 
importance of conservation sites. Yet, achieving conservation was less a matter of planning 
documents, civil enforcement or participation than of the governmental, political and cultural 
structure, which is still largely based on autocracy, patronage and kinship networks (De-Waal, 
2010; Hale, 2005). Azerbaijan’s government is characterised by a non-cooperative (McFaul, 
2002), top-down, semi-authoritarian governance approach of the ruling elite (Freedom House, 
2006; Guliyev, 2009; Guliyeva, 2005). With the lack of democratic structures and without a 
multiple actor-based policy, success or failure largely depends on the individual mind-set of 
decision makers in the ruling elites. As a principal policy in Azerbaijan, “stakeholders such as 
civil society are not actively engaged in the process of elaboration and implementation of policies 
related to environmental management” (Gurbanova, 2009). 
The consequence of this setting serves both as a curse and a blessing: 1. Direct (and often strict) 
conservation targets can be achieved easily if the ‘political’ will exists, but 2. top-down 
approaches and the often occurring mismatch between political will and people’s needs (Kelboro 
& Stellmacher, 2015) inevitable causes conflicts (WCPA, 2003; Welp and Stoll-Kleemann, 
2006).  
A gradual shift from quantitative conservation (by adding new PAs) to qualitative gains 
(increasing management effectiveness) is not yet taking place. With eight new and 12 long-
established ‘State Nature Sanctuaries,’ almost 50% of Azerbaijan’s protected areas represent 
IUCN categories IV and V (cat. IV: habitat/species management areas and cat. V: protected 
landscapes). In the Soviet Union, these areas were called ‘Zakazniki’ and were designated for the 
management of particular species or landscape types, including breeding programmes for game 
species. Administratively part of the MENR, they are often embedded in active land use systems, 
such as livestock rearing. However, the management, law enforcement and coordination of 
different demands on the sites do not constitute a priority for the ministry as well as other political 
leaders in the country to date. Here, the political systems with its centralised top down structure 
comes as a burden, as no state efforts are made nor are civil actions be possible. Consequently, 
the local awareness and acceptance of the PAs is mainly non-existent, which is regularly found if 
local PAs are established and governed by a central government (Elliott & Udovč, 2005; Stoll-
Kleemann, 2001; Welp & Stoll-Kleemann, 2006) as is the conservation success pending 
(Loiskandl et al., 2009; Schmidt et al., 2011). The question ‘who governs the area?’ is frequently 
left unanswered in practise and the lack of an integrated management has resulted in parallel 
worlds of e.g. agriculture and biodiversity conservation (Busse, Schmidt, & Dieterich, 2015) and 
increasing conflicts between both sides (UNECE, 2011).  
 

4.2. Prioritising spatial conservation demands 

Despite a lack of field data, a high rate of uncertainty and at the same time a high urgency for 
actions,, “expert knowledge from specialists with local backgrounds could be useful in defining 
priorities for conservation management strategies” (AlHirsh et al., 2016). We applied this 
principle as Azerbaijan habitats and ecosystem functions not only faces typical global threats 
(Allan et al., 2015; Jantz et al., 2015) but heavy investments into construction, infrastructure and 
building projects, based on the billions of petrodollars flooding the country since 2005 (Cornell, 
2011), are turning the country upside down.  
Generally, we refrained from a strict ranking of the priority conservation areas, as any of the 
territories/areas mentioned are worthy of receiving conservation attention. Yet, we underline and 
prioritise the aspect of “urgency,” since, we e.g. witnessed the disappearance of valuable 
biodiversity hotspots like Red Lake, an Important Bird Area – Red Lake - (for the sake of a 
shopping centre) or the loss of the last lowland Alder swamps (peatlands) for road construction.  
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From the perspective of urgency, the arguments for our priorities is the following:  
First, the alluvial gravel fans of the Greater Caucasus Mountains, which have already been 
anthropogenically altered and which possess a limited naturalness. Yet, in comparison with the 
entire region, as well as other parts of Europe, they are among the best remaining examples of 
this ecosystem in Europe – and they are currently under severe threat due to gravel extraction. 
Second, the Kura River Delta, where similar anthropogenic threats exist due to increasing sand 
extraction, which impedes natural dynamics; and even more importantly, illegal fishing for 
sturgeon37, which almost entirely interrupts the migration to the spawning grounds. And third, the 
species-rich sub-alpine meadows at the higher elevations above Shahdagh National Park, which 
are severely threatened by overgrazing (Etzold et al., 2015) and, more recently, the conversion to 
potato fields.  
Regarding the consequences for practical action, the category “importance” deserves a lesser 
emphasis, in particular, since all sites already focus on high-value areas (as outlined in the 
available conservation plans).  
For ecosystems such as the Caspian Sea, disputes about the legal status (Laruell & Peyrouse, 
2009) and the ensuing border conflicts impede a sound conservation development. On the coast, 
in particular, various heavy demands from the offshore oil industry, sand and gravel mining, a 
growing infrastructure and an increasing boom in residential buildings and tourism development 
projects have the most significant impact on ecosystem degradation.   
These various threats generally supported the inclusion of three more coastal regions in our 
ranking of conservation priorities in addition to the Gizilaghaj State Nature Reserve, a RAMSAR 
site and one of the oldest PAs in Azerbaijan. These are: i) the only dune complex in Azerbaijan 
(near the village of Dävächi, Shabran district), ii) the delta of the Kura River, and iii) several 
islands (and surrounding waters) in the Azerbaijani part of the Caspian Sea. Of about 30 islands, 
only two are protected, despite their known importance, e.g., as a breeding site for Sandwich 
Terns, a migration route for the endangered species of sturgeon or a resting site for the endemic 
Caspian Seal (Schmidt & Thiele, 2008).  
Besides the lack of marine conservation, the semi-arid to semi-humid biome of steppe and 
xeromorphic mountain meadows requires particular attention. Not only does very little natural 
steppe habitat remain in Azerbaijan, the remaining steppe regions are under continuous pressure 
through new agricultural intensification programmes, and land degradation continues to be a 
major threat (UNECE, 2011). The high rate of endemism in the montane semi-arid steppes and 
meadows of the Talysh Mountains (southern Azerbaijan) is another aspect for increased 
conservation efforts.   
 

4.3. Quantitative gains vs. qualitative improvements –management 
challenges of Azerbaijan’s protected areas  

While the political system of Azerbaijan did support the spatial extension of the PA network, this 
also explains the poor qualitative development of the new PAs. With a conservation management 
approach of the ruling elite that is solely focused on strict conservation and segregation of 
wildlife, nature and humans, the further development of a modern PA network faces serious 
challenges.  
Today, all national parks are largely free of settlements and official use, although illegal resource 
extraction took place to some extend in the past (Noack and Hidayatov, 2007; Schmidt and 
Uppenbrink, 2009, WWF, 2012b). Some national parks (e.g., Göygöl and Samur Yalama) have 
recently been opened to tourism (albeit slowly), while others (e.g., Absheron, Aghgöl) remain 
closed to visitors (Arnegger & Dieterich, 2016). The existing SNRs are usually well known and 
staffed, but the quality of the areas’ management largely depends on the respective director’s 
personality. State Nature Sanctuaries lack administration and management structure; they also 
face limitations in enforcing conservation efforts. Most of the protected areas are far from 
fulfilling their functions, such as conservation, environmental education or the monitoring of 
species, often – and simply - because adequate staffing is lacking. As of 2015, only three national 
parks had an approved management plan. The acceptance by the local population, adequate 
                                                
37 five sturgeon species occur in the Caspian Sea, all are included to the national Red List 
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financial means and staffing are at a low level (Arnegger & Dieterich, 2016; Transboundary Joint 
Secretariat, 2008).  
The dependency of the local population on natural resources creates major challenges, among 
others for the management of protected areas. As a large part of the population still strongly 
depends on the utilisation of natural resources, the uncertainties regarding access and property 
rights lead to overexploitation (Neudert & Allahverdiyeva, 2008).  An open access situation in 
the last 25 years led to largely eroded common pastures around the villages; subsistence farmers 
have little choice but to graze their livestock in the protected areas as we found in our conservation 
projects (e.g. Schmidt et al., 2011; Schmidt and Jungmeier, 2010). A current trend in the country 
is the conversion of fallow land to agricultural use (MENR, 2014), or the land is sold to investors 
(e.g., for the construction of recreational buildings), further reducing available pastureland and 
thereby increasing the grazing pressure on the protected areas once more.  
In many cases, the park administration has not yet become a local player in mediating and 
mitigating the process, an approach still foreign to society for cultural and social reasons (Schmidt 
et al., 2016). Integrative conservation management approaches, which may increase the likelihood 
for the mid-term success of conservation (Ebregt & De Greve, 2000; Mehnen, 2013) – are widely 
lacking. The mitigation of this problem poses a serious challenge, as kinship networks and the 
reciprocal non-hierarchical exchange of favours are more common than the mediation of different 
stakeholders’ interests (Aliyev, 2013; Cornell, 2001). Here, however, it has to be taken into 
account that a lack of participation by local stakeholders in conservation management is a not 
only a consequence of present-day politics but a legacy of the Soviet system, which “had fostered 
subservience, compliance, passiveness, uniformity and conformity” (Palubinskas, 2003).  
 

5. Conclusion 

The timing and the processes for the establishment of PAs in Azerbaijan continue to be 
unpredictable. Solid and scientific justification can play a role, as shown by the establishment of 
the “Mud Volcano SNR” or the extension of Hirkan National Park. Yet, the implementation of 
these plans remains a lucky game, depending on the “ruler” in charge and his/her attitude toward 
nature conservation. This will also become relevant for the designation of new PAs which is a 
matter urgency in booming Azerbaijan. To have data and spatial recommendations at hand – as 
windows of opportunity may open any time – is advisable as the history shows in Azerbaijan or 
other countries show (Succow et al., 2001). Yet, beyond the mere establishment of protected 
areas, patience is required for sound development and management of PAs in Azerbaijan. 
Multiple actor-based governance and the resulting paradigm shift of the policy discourse (Hall, 
1993) are needed, yet this tends to be a timely investment. The integration of stakeholders’ 
perceptions as well as social learning are crucial factors for success (Henle et al., 2008; WCPA, 
2003). In this process, i) raising awareness and acceptance, ii) establishing local partnerships and 
iii) investing in sustainable rural development are important elements. This multiple actor-based 
policy and the acceptance of conservation targets might be a lengthy process, but will prove most 
valuable (Knight, Cowling, & Campbell, 2006; Oldekop, Holmes, Harris, & Evans, 2015; 
Schultz, Duit, & Folke, 2011) 
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