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Nature Conservation in Georgia

Zaal Kikvidze

Laboratory of Ecology, Faculty of Science, Chiba University
1-33 Yayoi-cho, Inage-ku, Chiba 263-8522, Japan

Abstract  Georgia is of special geographical location, geological history, geomorphology and climate,
which establish a centre of biological diversity. Apparently, protecting nature per km? in Georgia will
conserve more biological diversity than in any other place with a temperate climate.

Among international conservationist organisations the most active in Georgia is WWF which started its
operation almost immediately after collapse of the USSR and newly emergence of independent Georgia.
Now WWF Georgia leads two important national projects: (1) Protected Areas and (2) Environmental
Education.

At present there are 15 protected areas in Georgia covering in total 169,000 ha (2.4% of Georgia's
territory or 1680 km?) which are incorporating into international network of nature conservation. Other
areas of about 400,000 ha are health zone forests (115,100 ha), green zone (265,700 ha), also managed
nature reserves, forestry-hunting state farms, etc. where specific type of protection takes place. The main
objectives of WWF now are to co-operate with government in order to improve legislation and to enlarge
protected areas in Georgia. Environmental education project is oriented to school education and is based on
development of a network of local ecological centres for training of teachers, supplying schools with
educational resources and for co-operation with local environmentalists.

Green movement and numerous environmentally oriented NGOs is another force with fast-growing

influence taking significant part in protection of natural monuments of Georgia.

Introduction

Georgia is located at a special place between Russia,
Turkey, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Black Sea (Fig.1).
Natural boundaries serve to its borders: the Great
Caucasian Range from the North; eastern coast of Black
Sea from the West, ranges of the Lesser Caucasus from
the South, a frontier of arid valleys from the East. Such
very different adjacent areas contribute greatly to diversity
of wild nature in Georgia. Actually, in flora and fauna
coexist elements of boreal and nemoral, arcto-alpine,

Turkey

Russian Federation

Georgia

Mediterranean, European and Irano-Turanian origins
(Grossgeim, 1948).

Another, probably even more important contributor to
biological diversity in Georgia is the diversity of its
geomorphology and climate. The adjacent sea, the
latitudinal range of the Great Caucasus with high
mountains and meridian oriented branches - watersheds
together, make the climate gradients in Georgia very
sharp with well pronounced natural zones. Climate types
range from humid warm temperate of coastal part to dry

Azerbaijan

Armenia

Fig 1. Georgia and its neighbours.

—2—



A4S MHX 247

Table 1. Human impact history.

Pre-historic Age humans are part of nalure, hunt and collec! fruits

V-IV millennia BC, lale Stone Age slart of agriculture in lowlands

Il millennium BC, early Bronze Age | development of metallurgy

I11-il millennia BC, early Bronze Age | Dissemination population to highlands and all over the territory
of Georgia.

Early Middle Ages establishment of tradilional land-use:
plains covered with gardens, plantations, rarely
pastures; slopes covered with managed, harvested
and rolaled forest; foothilis used as hey meadows and
pastures, rarely harvested foresis

Late Middle Ages The first experience of conservation:
foresls sacred or tabooed by Churches; establishment
of Royal hunling forests

XX century industrialization causes abandonment of vast rural areas in

highlands, plains receive much heavy load of urbanization

subtropical of easternmost parts of Georgia and to arcto-
alpine at high elevations (Dolukhanov, 1989). Within
the territory of 70,000 km? one can find high peaks
(three peaks above 5000m a.s.l.: Shkhara - 5068m;
Janga - 5059m; Mkinvartsveri (Kazbek) - 5047m), alpine
grasslands, coastal dunes and wetlands, steppes, semi-
deserts and deserts, while over 35% of this territory is
covered by forests of various type with oaks, beech,
chestnut, alder, hornbeam, spruce, pine, fir, yew, box,
junipers, turpentine, laurel, holly, bladder-nut, zelkowa,
rhododendrons, etc. Vegetation of Georgia is accordingly
rich. In all, flora of Georgia counts over 5000
angiosperm and gymnosperm plant species and more
than 5000 mushrooms. There are also 75 ferns, 600
mosses, and 600 lichens and over 2000 algae. About
1000 angiosperm species are endemic of the Caucasus,
and 380 of them are endemic of Georgia. There are about
100 species of mammals, over 330 species of birds, 48
reptiles, 11 amphibians, 160 species of fishes and much
more, still poorly studied, invertebrates. Among large
mammals are bear, lynx, wolf, boar, deer, roe, wild goat,
rarely leopard and hyena. Remarkable birds are eagles,
griphons, endemic heath-cock and pheasant. Wetlands
protected by Ramsar convention, host various species of
local and migratory birds such as stork, heron, goose,
duck (Zazanahvili, 1997). Apparently, protecting nature
per km? in Georgia will conserve more biological
diversity than in any other place with a temperate
climate. This seems to be a good reason to develop
international co-operation for nature conservation in
Georgia.

Next important factor with a very significant impact
on nature of Georgia is humans (Table.1). Archaeologists
and anthropologists trace human history in Georgia to
the very primitive pre-historic times of early Stone Age.
However, hunters and fruit collectors did not affect nature
significantly, while agriculture emerges at late Stone Age
with ceramic production and humans start to change the
face of nature in Georgia to a noticeable extent. Next
strong impact humans start to apply is metallurgic
production which emerged in Georgia since early Bronze
Age. Actually, Georgian metal goods were famous in old
times for their high quality. This time population of
Georgia grows fast and disseminates through all its
territory including highlands - alpine zone. The
following course of history resembles that of Europe
(Dolukhanov, 1989; Zazanahvili, 1997). As a matter of
fact, humans are common element of nature in Georgia
from the very ancient times (Georgia, 1996). Conversely,
national traditions in Georgia are very nature-friendly.
Architects always consider natural landscape peculiarities
and plants and animals are very important element in
decorations. Tree of life and fertility as a divine symbol
coming from pre-Christian religion still is the most
popular decoration even on Christian churches.
Accordingly, the early experience in nature protection is
related to church forests and royal hunting areas.
Likewise, many problems challenging nature
conservation in Georgia today is similar to other
countries with ongoing processes of urban-oriented
development.
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Tabel 2. Dominant tree species in forests of Georgia (2,555,400ha, among them the State forests cover 2,006,600ha).

Species | Per cent of area
Fagus onentalis 51.0
Abies nordmanniana 10.0
Picea orientalis 6.3
Quercus iberica, Q.macranthera, Q. robur, other oaks 9.3
Pinus kochiana 36
Alnus barbala 3.0
Caslanea saliva 2.1
Betula litwinowii 2.0
Carpinus caucasica, Tilia caucasica, Alnus incana, Acer plalanoides, A.traufvetieri, >2 each
Fraxinus excelsior, Pinus eldarica, others.

Tabel 3. Top ten non-dominant relic and rare valuable
species.

Acer velutinum

Buxus colchica
Corylus columa
Juglans regia

Ostrya carpinifolia
Pterocarya plerocarpa
Quercus hartwissiana
Quercus imerelina
Taxus baccata
Zelkowa carpinifolia

Biological diversity and conservation practice

Reviewing the biological diversity and conservation
problems in Georgia, 1 would distinguish four major
clements.

1. Forests (their importance hardly needs a statement);

2. The refuge area of the Black Sea coastal zone,
distinguished centre of biological diversity even
within Georgia;

3. Mountains - since the importance of watersheds
and well pronounced vertical zonality contributing
to co-existence of various habitats within restricted
areas - high density of species richness;

4, Special habitats and natural monuments - wetlands,
deserts, rocks, lakes, caves, etc.

Deciduous, conifer and mixed forests are very common
in Georgia covering ca. 40% of its territory. However,
because of very long human impact history, majority of
forest except of some remote areas is harvested and nearly
half of them already are of secondary origin. There are
also artificially afforested areas too. All in all virgin
forests occupy less than 5%, harvested and secondary

Fig 2. A mixed forest in central Georgia, Borjomi-
Kharagauli protected area (see also Fig.7).

forests cover over 30%, the afforested areas add another
5%. Dominant species in different kinds of forests are
those commons forwestern Eurasia; however, many
other rare and valuable species are conserved, including
tertiary relic and endemic species (Table.2 and 3, Fig.2)
(Dolukhanov, 1989).

It should be noted that almost all nationally protected
areas in Georgia are to conserve forests. Most forest is
managed by state enterprises, while legislation to
regulate forest ownership is still in its preparatory stage.
Nevertheless, the development trends after independence
of Georgia threatens many forests since timber export
raised sharply for the last eight years (Zazanahvili,
1997).

The most luxurious forests (so called Colchic, or
Colchian, or Colchis, or Colchidian forests) are found in
western Georgia and particularly in Adjara. This part of

._4_
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Georgia has humid wamm temperate climate and
represents a very important refuge for tertiary vegetation
(Rohrig, 1991; Walter, 1974; 1979). Such a climate,
resembling very much of Japan, facilitated introduction
of many exotic cultures, such as tea, mikan, orange,
feijoa, tobacco, etc. The significant element of forests
here is evergreen understory developed very densely and
consisting of many relic tertiary species (Mandjavidze,
1982; Memiadze, 1974). An important body for plant
conservation as living collections is famous Batumi
Botanical Gardens. By the way, the Gardens keeps the
largest open-air collection of Japanese and East Asian
plants in Europe (Sharashidze, 1988).

An important site of the Black Sea coastal zone is
lowland wetlands. These very peculiar ecosystems are
under legislative protection after Georgia joined the
Ramsar convention on bird conservation.

Since Georgia is a mountainous country, watersheds
are very important in nature conservation. Human impact
on watershed forest already brought many disasters. In
Soviet era highlands experienced heavy loads of
overgrazing and inappropriate tourist development, while
historically the local management traditions were quite
conservation oriented. Sacred forests were a common
practice and facilitated rotation cutting management
(Fig.3) (Zazanahvili, 1997). Another important tradition,
not common to Japan, is keeping hay meadows. This
type of management was very common and conserved the
species rich sub-alpine meadows. Species richness in
such meadows often reaches 80 and more. These
meadows are regularly mown each August and then serve
as pastures (Fig.4 and S5). Cereals are cropped as well,
especially in South Georgian Plateau. The problem of
overgrazing-induced land erosion still remains acute.
Simultaneously, mountains provide a very promising
potential for so called ecological tourism. With this,
again, we are witnessing a damage to nature because of
large-scale constructions related to potable water storage
or winter skiing area development.

Georgia is rich in natural monuments: there are about
550 glaciers, old volcanic plateaux and streams,
numerous rivers, lakes, fresh and salty spring, karst
caves and canyons (Zazanahvili, 1997). However, these
monuments are recognised as rather cultural than

ecological value since legislation does not distinguish
"natural monuments” as such. Accordingly, these
monuments are not protected by law but are kept by
local communities as remarkable geographical sites.
Nevertheless, these monuments, for example aged trees
(Table.4), are recorded and even shown on officially
published maps. As already mentioned, historical

monuments in Georgia are considered organic parts of

Fig 3. A village with sacred forest in Tergi Valley
(northern central Georgia). After 25-30 years of
protection other land will be declared as sacred and
the old harvested and cut.

Fig 4. Species-rich hay meadow (over 80 species) from
the same district.

._..5.._.
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Fig 5. Traditional management of hay meadows -
stacks prepared as winter food for livestock.

Table 4. Aged trees as natural momuments within
Georgia.

Species | Number of trees in Georgia
Platanus orientalis 6

Quercus iberica
Quercus longipes
Taxus baccata

Tilia caucasica
Citrus sinensis
Zelkowa carpinifolia
Abies nordmanniana
Carpinus caucasica
Castanea saliva
Citrus nobilis
Jugfans regia

Morus ailba

Populus hybrida
Populus nigra

alalalala|la]ala ool w ] e

nature and therefore protection of historic and
architectural monuments are very often coupled with
nature conservation. For example, old churches are in the
centre of some important protected areas (Fig.6). Habitat
restoration also takes place in damaged and abandoned
areas. Georgia is not highly industrialised nation;
however, large-scale construction in some places spoils
landscape, as many Georgians recognise this. With this
last case it should be mentioned that the Georgian
government managed to pursue international developers
to keep reasonably good construction standards. For
example, after reconstructing a pipeline to export
Caspian oil to west (Baku-Supsa pipeline), pipe at river
crossings are no more exposed but buried under the river
bed, while Soviet standards did not consider any burial.

Fig 6. A 14th century Trinity Church with sacred
forest. The forest is much older-protected since pre-
Christian age as a well-preserved fragment of
Central Caucasian sub-alpine birch forest.

This is still rare, but rather good example of

environmentally sound practice.

Organisations

Among international conservationist organisations the
most active in Georgia is WWF which started its
operation almost immediately after collapse of the USSR
and newly emergence of independent Georgia. Now
WWF Georgia leads two important national projects: (1)
Protected Areas and (2) Environmental Education.

At present there are 15 protected areas in Georgia
covering in total 168,800 ha (2.4% of Georgia's territory
or 1688 km?) which are incorporating into international
network of nature conservation. Other areas in addition
are health zone forests (1151 kmz); green zone (2657
km?), also managed nature reserves, forestry-hunting
state farms, etc. where specific type of protection takes
place. In total, over 8% of Georgia's territory receive
several types of protection (Fig.7) (Zazanahvili, 1997).
The main objectives of WWF now are to co-operate with
government in order to improve legislation and to
enlarge protected areas in Georgia.

Environmental education project is oriented to school
education and is based on development of a network of
local ecological centres for training of teachers,
supplying schools with educational resources and for co-
operation with local environmentalists.

Except these major activities, WWF Georgia co-
operates actively with non-governmental organisations

_6_
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1. Borjemi Kharagauli national park with support zone;
2. Eastern Caucasus protected areas,

3. lori protected areas;,

4. Erusheti protected areas

5. Adjara-imereli protected areas;

8. Caichis (Kolkheti) protected areas;

7. Central Caucasus protected areas

8. Shavsheti protected areas (proposed)

3. Abkhazia protected areas (preposed)

10. Colchis protected areas (preposed enlargement, see 6)

ALTHa  Scale 1:3 000 000

Fig 7. Scheme of protected areas system in Georgia.

and issues several periodical and non-periodical
publications.

Partners of WWF Georgia, except the government of
Georgia, are WWF Intemational, WWF Germany,
German government, WWF UK.

Government in face of Ministry of Environment co-
operates actively with WWF, as well as with the World
Bank, UNEP. An important activity at international level
is developing within the Black Sea Economic Co-
operation, where Georgia is responsible for Biodiversity
Conservation Program.

Green movement and numerous environmentally
oriented non-governmental groups are another force with
fast-growing influence taking significant part in
protection of natural monuments of Georgia. Donating
bodies are govemments of Netherlands, the UK,
Germany, the US, Canada.

As a conclusive point, successful development of
WWF's projects in Georgia seems very important. As
the last trends of development are announced, Georgia
becomes a transportation bridge between East and West,
restoring the old tradition of the Great Silk Way, part of
which Georgia used to be. This means very heavy load
on Georgia's environment, and establishment of protected
areas and raising population awareness via environmental
education should meet this challenge.
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