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Sturgeon
Acipenseriformes

I. Species Facts

History and distribution
Sturgeon are large (50cm-6metres; 0.5kg-1.5tonnes) long-lived, archaic fish. All 25 species of sturgeon and
two species of paddlefish inhabit the coastal waters, rivers and lakes of the Northern Hemisphere. They feed
on small animals and plants, and most migrate up-river to breed and spawn. Their late sexual maturity, up
to 25 years for beluga sturgeon females, is one of the reasons for their vulnerability to over-fishing. Thirteen
species of sturgeon are threatened, and two – the Syr-Darya and Amu-Darya Shovel-nose sturgeons in
tributaries of the Aral Sea – are believed to be close to extinction. Historically, healthy sturgeon populations
occurred in North America, which supplied caviar to Western Europe over the latter half of the 19th century.
However, over-exploitation, damming and deterioration of rivers led to the collapse of American sturgeon
fishing. Today, the largest populations of sturgeon are found in the Caspian Sea, with important populations
also found in the Danube and Amur River basins.

Threats to sturgeon
Several species of sturgeon are considered threatened with extinction as a result of over-fishing, poaching,
water pollution, damming and destruction of natural watercourses and habitats. Local experts and fisheries
agents are in agreement that stocks of sturgeon in the Caspian Sea continue to decline, and this conclusion
was supported with data obtained by a special Caspian Marine Expedition organised following CITES
recommendations in 2001. It is estimated that the number of sturgeon in major basins has declined by 70%
over the last century.

Overfishing
Regulation of river flow and over-fishing are the major reasons for sturgeon population declines over the 20th
century. Sturgeon are vulnerable to over-fishing because of their late sexual maturity (6-25 years). During the
1990s the total catch was dramatically increased by unprecedented illegal harvest. Poaching activity in the
Volga-Caspian basin alone is estimated as 10-12 times that of legal catch. The same situation occurs on the
Amur River.



Sturgeon fishing and trade in the products is a very profitable business. Compared to other fishery activities
it is often viewed as “gold-mining”. Illegal harvest and trade in sturgeon products is a well managed and
operated business, controlled by organised crime and associated with world-wide corruption. 

Over-fishing and poaching has led to a significant reduction in total legal catch, in the world and especially in
the main sturgeon basin – the Caspian Sea.

Dynamics of the world catch of sturgeons

*data for these years is given according to catch quotas 
declared by CITES Parties to the CITES Secretariat

Legal and illegal trade in Caviar
Caviar is the unfertilised eggs of sturgeons. For many gourmets, caviar, dubbed ‘black pearls’, is a food
delicacy without parallel. The three main traded species of sturgeon produce distinctive caviar: Beluga,
Osietra (Russian sturgeon) and Sevruga (stellate sturgeon). The colour and size of the caviar are influenced
by the species and the stage of maturity of the roe. The most sought after and expensive caviar is from
beluga, a gigantic fish that can weigh as much as 1,200 kg, measure five metres and live for 100 years.

Today, Iran and Russia are the main exporters of caviar, about 80% of which is taken from three species of
sturgeon in the Caspian Sea: Russian sturgeon (around 20% of the market), stellate sturgeon (28%) and
Persian sturgeon (29%).

In 1998 international legal trade totalled over 220 tonnes of caviar. For the year 2002 all countries announced
total export quotas for caviar to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Flora and
Fauna (CITES) at a level of 193.6 tonnes. Of these Iran (39.6%), the Russian Federation (28.8%) and
Kazakhstan (16%) were the largest caviar exporters with Switzerland (24%), France (19%) and Germany
(17%) the biggest importers. While legal quotas may be sustainable, they need to be set recognising the high
level of illegal harvest and trade. During the period 1998 and part of 1999, eight CITES Parties seized over
20 tonnes of caviar, indicating a substantial illegal trade. It is believed that a significant amount of all sturgeon
caught in the Caspian Sea is traded illegally. 

Caviar is traded domestically as well as internationally and there is some grounds for thinking domestic
markets are large and poorly controlled.



Due to the extensive international trade in sturgeon products and its actual and potential negative impacts
on sturgeon populations, two species of sturgeon (Acipenser sturio and A. brevirostrum) were listed in
Appendix I of CITES in 1975. All other species of sturgeon have been listed in Appendix II since 1997.

Other threats
In addition to the impacts of over-fishing on this biologically vulnerable species, river pollution and
especially pollution of spawning grounds may seriously impact on sturgeon populations. Russian scientists
have found deformities in eggs, and have observed tumours and liver, thyroid and muscular disease in
adults. This may have implications for the species’ survival and the quality of caviar, and highlights the need
for pollution control. 

A further important reason for decline of sturgeon populations is destruction of migration routes and
spawning grounds, due to massive dam construction along major breeding rivers. As a result, reproduction
of some sturgeon species is now highly dependent on breeding in hatcheries. Currently around 90% of
recruitment to the beluga population depends on artificial breeding.

II. Solutions

Conservation and management solutions for sturgeon require the full co-operation and participation of all the
sturgeon range states. CITES has made a vital contribution to catalysing co-operation and shared
management, although this remains a major challenge to exporting and importing countries alike. The
involvement of the international community, including non-government organisations (NGOs), is an important
ingredient in this effort for sturgeon conservation. 

At the 10th CITES Conference of the Parties (CoP 10) in 1997, Parties adopted a resolution on Conservation
of Sturgeons (Res. Conf. 10.12, later revised). A recommendation was made to the Animals Committee to
consider sturgeon species in the “Significant Trade Review” (the process established by Res. Conf. 8.9). 

At CITES CoP 11 in 2000 Parties adopted the following documents:
• Decision 11.58, providing new principles to establish co-ordinated catch and export quotas across

basins;
• Resolution 11.13, establishing the requirements of a universal labelling system for the identification of

caviar (including compulsory labelling of all caviar containers over 250g).

A “Review of Significant Trade” for sturgeon species was carried out through the CITES Animals Committee
during 2000-2001. This process scrutinised national management measures for control and management of
trade. Based on data obtained in this review, the CITES Standing Committee, at its 45th meeting, issued
Recommendations regarding control and management of sturgeon trade to four countries of the Caspian
basin, which were to be implemented by July 2002. These resulted in a half-year moratorium for sturgeon
harvests by four countries in the Caspian Sea area, and in a number of different management and research-
oriented activities including organization of regular basin-wide consultations on sturgeon.

One of the most important actions currently required is to further develop and implement the labelling scheme
for sturgeon products, established in Res. Conf. 11.13. To effectively combat illegal trade, such a labelling
scheme, which provides assurance that products are from a legal and well managed sources, should extend
all the way through the trade chain to the final product bought by the consumer. This scheme will be a focus
of discussion at CoP 12.



III. WWF and sturgeon

WWF views sturgeon as among the species for which wildlife trade poses a particular threat. During the past
five years WWF has consistently pursued a constructive policy on conservation and sustainable use of
sturgeon and supports CITES activities in this field. WWF’s positions have been presented within relevant
CITES forums and widely communicated through the mass media. WWF and TRAFFIC played important
roles at CITES CoP 11 in 2000 in providing information and advice to support the adoption of the major
sturgeon trade related decisions, and continue to monitor implementation of the CITES decisions and make
recommendations for further improvements of control measures. Since CoP 11, ongoing work has focussed
on improvement and expansion of the caviar labelling system, to include re-exported products, and
potentially to provide assurance of legal origin all the way to the consumer. These recommendations have
been consistently influential in the formulation of CITES recommendations, and have been used during
preparation of documents for consideration at CITES CoP 12 on this topic.

WWF projects related to sturgeon include:
• assessing the feasibility of restocking A. sturio in the Rhine in the Netherlands (1999);
• restoration of the habitat and natural resources management on the Lower Danube River (ongoing);
• assessing the implementation of CITES listing of sturgeon and paddlefish (2000).
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WWF’s mission is to stop the degradation of the planet’s natural
environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony
with nature, by:

· conserving the world’s biological diversity

· ensuring that the use of renewable resources is sustainable

· promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.
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