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Introduction

Mongolia, situated at the heart of Asia, is a nation defined by its sweeping, untamed
landscapes and a richness of wildlife found in few other places on earth. With its
monumental mountains, endless steppes, ancient forests, vast deserts, and life-giving
rivers, Mongolia stands as one of the world’s great last wild frontiers. This remarkable
blend of ecologies, shaped by the interplay of Central Asian, Siberian, and Gobi
climates, provides sanctuary to an impressively diverse array of animal and plant
species, many of which remain little known to the outside world.

The country's exceptional geographic position—at the crossroads of the Siberian taiga,
the steppe, the Altai Mountains, and the iconic Gobi Desert—has forged a biological
tapestry that is both unique and fragile. Mongolia hosts creatures of legend and rarity,
from the elusive snow leopard prowling remote peaks to vast herds of Mongolian
gazelles racing across the steppe, from the wild Bactrian camel enduring the hardship
of the Gobi to extraordinary birds like the saker falcon and the endangered white-
naped crane. The country’s ecosystems act as reservoirs of evolutionary history and
as living labs for adaptation and survival.

For centuries, Mongolia’s low human population density and nomadic, eco-centric
culture have enabled its wildlife to thrive largely undisturbed, fostering a balance
seldom achieved in the modern world. The enduring traditions of Mongolia’s
people—intertwined with stories of wild horses, wolves, and sacred mountains—have
shaped a conservation ethic deeply embedded in national identity. This has
contributed to the survival of species and habitats that elsewhere have struggled to
endure. Yet, as Mongolia faces rapid socio-economic changes and growing
environmental pressures, the future of this natural heritage is increasingly uncertain.

The rich fauna of Mongolia ranges widely, from large mammals and spectacular birds
of prey to lesser-known reptiles, resilient amphibians, ancient fish, and a surprisingly
diverse insect population. While the Gobi’'s camels and the steppe’s wild horses may
capture the spotlight, the true narrative of Mongolia’s fauna is found in the
interconnectedness of its ecosystems: wetlands that support migratory birds, forests
harboring hidden predators, cold rivers home to legendary fish. Each species and
habitat reflects a continual adaptation to the region’s often harsh and variable climate.

Mongolia’s wildlife now finds itself at a crossroads. Expansion of human settlement,
climate change, overgrazing, unsustainable hunting, and habitat fragmentation
threaten the delicate balance that has persisted for millennia. At the same time,
inspired and resilient people—local herders, conservationists, scientists, and
lawmakers—are forging new paths to protect their natural legacy. Innovative
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approaches to conservation, species reintroductions, and growing ecotourism
initiatives offer hope for a sustainable future.

This book, "Wildlife and Fauna of Mongolia: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Mongolia," serves as both a celebration and an exploration of the rich biological
diversity of this vast land. From ecosystem overviews and species accounts to insights
on traditional knowledge and modern conservation, each chapter aims to guide the
reader through the wonders, challenges, and opportunities that define Mongolia’s
ecological story. As you turn the pages, may you gain a deeper understanding and
appreciation of one of the world’s final wild refuges and the collective efforts
underway to ensure its protection for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mongolia: Land of Vast Wilderness

Mongolia. The very name conjures images of boundless horizons, of a land where the
sky meets the earth in an endless expanse. This landlocked nation, tucked away in the
heart of East Asia between its colossal neighbors, Russia and China, is a place defined
by scale. It is the world's most sparsely populated country, a fact that has profoundly
shaped its natural history and continues to influence the lives of its people and its
wildlife. With a total area of over 1.5 million square kilometers, roughly the size of
Western and Central Europe combined, there's a whole lot of room to roam.

This immense territory isn't flat and monotonous, however. Far from it. Mongolia is a
land of dramatic contrasts, a vast mountainous plateau that gradually slopes from the
towering peaks of the west and north down to the plains and depressions of the east
and south. The average elevation sits at a breezy 1,580 meters above sea level, with
the lowest point, Lake Huhk, still a respectable 560 meters, and the highest, Khuiten
Peak in the Altai Mountains, soaring to a breathtaking 4,374 meters. This undulating
topography creates a mosaic of environments, each with its own character and
collection of inhabitants.

From the icy peaks of the Altai, which stretch across the western and southwestern
parts of the country, to the ancient, lower Khangai Mountains in the central and north-
central regions, the mountain ranges are a dominant feature. These highlands are not
just dramatic backdrops; they are critical ecosystems, harboring unique flora and
fauna adapted to high altitudes and harsh conditions. The Khentii Mountains in the
northeast add another dimension, their rugged terrain and pristine wilderness
providing further habitat diversity.

Beyond the mountains, the landscape unfolds into vast rolling plateaus. Much of the
southern and eastern parts of the country are covered by this upland belt. These
expansive areas transition through different forms, from the semi-deserts and true
deserts of the south, including the iconic Gobi, to the immense grasslands of the
steppe stretching across the east. This gradation in landscape is mirrored by a
corresponding shift in the types of life that call these places home.

The Gobi Desert, often imagined as an endless sea of sand, is in reality a far more
varied place. While some areas do feature sand dunes, the majority is made up of
gravel plains, rocky outcrops, and dry steppes. It's a harsh environment, with extreme
temperatures ranging from scorching heat in summer to bitter cold in winter. Yet, life
persists and even thrives here, with specialized plants like saxaul providing
sustenance and shelter.
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Moving north and east, the landscape transforms into the legendary Mongolian
steppes. These are the vast grasslands that have supported nomadic life for centuries
and remain crucial for the country's immense herds of livestock. Dominated by
grasses like feather grass and wormwood, these expansive areas are far from
monotonous, bursting with wildflowers in the warmer months. They are the domain of
fast-moving ungulates and the predators that pursue them.

Further north, the steppes give way to forests and taiga. This northern belt,
particularly in the higher elevations, is characterized by coniferous forests of Siberian
larch and pine. These woodlands offer a stark contrast to the open grasslands and
deserts, providing cover and resources for different species, including bears, wolves,
and various birds.

Interspersed throughout this grand tapestry of mountains, steppes, and deserts are
vital river basins and wetlands. Major rivers like the Selenge, Orkhon, and Tuul carve
their paths through the landscape, creating riparian zones that are magnets for
wildlife. These areas, along with numerous lakes, both saltwater and freshwater, are
crucial for migratory birds and fish. Even in the arid Gobi, scattered oases provide
essential refuges.

This incredible geographical diversity is a direct result of Mongolia's position at the
convergence of several major ecological zones: the Siberian taiga, the Central Asian
steppe, the Altai Mountains, and the Gobi Desert. This meeting of worlds has created a
unique blend of habitats, allowing species from different biogeographic regions to
coexist and adapt. The result is a rich and varied fauna, a living testament to the
power of nature to find a foothold even in challenging environments.

The climate, an extreme continental one, plays a significant role in shaping these
ecosystems and the life they support. Mongolia is known as the "Land of the Blue Sky"
due to its high number of sunny days, but the temperatures can swing wildly. Long,
harsh winters with temperatures plummeting far below freezing are followed by short,
warm summers that can be surprisingly hot. Precipitation is generally low, with most
falling during the summer months, and varies significantly across the different regions.
This dramatic seasonal variation and low rainfall have driven the evolution of species
incredibly resilient and adapted to these challenging conditions.

Despite the vastness of the land, Mongolia's population density is among the lowest in
the world. This low human footprint, particularly in the more remote areas, has
historically allowed for large, intact habitats and the free movement of wildlife. For
centuries, the traditional nomadic lifestyle of the Mongolian people, centered around
livestock herding across the vast rangelands, has coexisted with the natural
environment, often with a deep respect for the land and its creatures.
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This traditional way of life, however, is facing increasing pressures in the modern era.
While much of the landscape retains its natural origin and is comparatively less
impacted by human activities than in many other countries, changes are occurring.
Expanding settlements, increasing livestock numbers leading to overgrazing, and the
growth of mining and infrastructure development are all starting to take their toll.
These factors contribute to habitat loss, fragmentation, and degradation, posing new
challenges for wildlife.

Climate change is also a significant and increasingly urgent concern. Rising
temperatures, shifts in precipitation patterns, and more frequent extreme weather
events like droughts and harsh winters (known as dzud) are impacting ecosystems
and making the country more vulnerable. These changes can exacerbate land
degradation and affect the distribution and survival of plant and animal species. The
drying up of rivers and lakes is a stark illustration of these impacts.

Despite these challenges, the sheer scale of Mongolia's wilderness still offers hope.
The vast, largely untouched areas provide crucial refuges and allow for the persistence
of wide-ranging species and ecological processes that have been lost in many other
parts of the world. The country's commitment to establishing protected areas, with a
goal of protecting 30% of its territory, demonstrates a recognition of the importance of
its natural heritage.

Mongolia's land of vast wilderness, shaped by mountains, steppes, deserts, and a
challenging climate, is a place of remarkable ecological significance. It is a land where
nature still holds sway on a grand scale, and where the intricate relationship between
the environment and the life it supports is on full display. Understanding this
landscape, its diverse features, and the forces that have shaped it is the first step in
appreciating the incredible wildlife that calls Mongolia home.
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