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Introduction
Russia, the largest country on Earth, stretches across two continents and covers an
astonishing array of climates and landscapes. From the frozen tundra along the Arctic
coast to the sunlit slopes of the Caucasus Mountains, this immense territory acts as a
crossroads for creatures from both Europe and Asia. The vastness of Russia’s territory,
spanning 12 time zones and numerous ecological zones, makes it one of the most
biodiverse countries in the world. Her forests, steppes, rivers, mountains, and
coastline create unique habitats for an extraordinary array of wildlife and fauna.

The country’s natural wealth is not merely a matter of numbers; it is a story of
adaptation, survival, and interdependence. Russia’s forests, which constitute more
than a fifth of the world’s forests, are a sanctuary for iconic animals such as brown
bears, moose, sable, and the elusive sable. The taiga, home to endless stretches of
conifers, harbors mysterious lynxes, howling wolves, and flocks of majestic birds.
Meanwhile, the windswept steppes are ruled by antelope, foxes, and raptors, while the
floodplains of the Volga and the mighty flows of the Yenisei host an array of aquatic
life. In the extreme north, polar bears stalk sea ice alongside walruses and reindeer;
and in the Russian Far East, ancient forests shelter the last Amur tigers and leopards.

This biodiversity, however, exists in a delicate balance. Industrial development,
climate change, habitat fragmentation, poaching, and pollution have all left their
mark. Some of the world’s most endangered species, such as the Amur leopard and
the saiga antelope, cling to survival in the Russian wilds. Even as conservation
initiatives and protected areas expand, the challenge of maintaining such a vast
environmental legacy is profound. The preservation of Russia’s fauna is inseparable
from broader questions of sustainable development, ecosystem services, and
international cooperation.

Yet, the story of Russian wildlife is also one of hope and determination. Collaborative
conservation efforts—between scientists, rangers, indigenous communities, and
international NGOs—have begun to yield measurable successes. Sanctuaries,
zapovedniks, and parks have been created to safeguard habitats and biodiversity.
Laws have been strengthened, and science-based management increasingly guides
decisions about resource use and species protection. Community engagement,
environmental education, and growing ecotourism further encourage a new
generation to value and protect their natural heritage.

In this book, we explore the wildlife and fauna of Russia ecosystem by ecosystem,
examining how landscapes shape the lives of the creatures within them. We meet
remarkable mammals, birds, fish, reptiles, amphibians, and invertebrates—some
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found nowhere else in the world. We consider the ancient relationship between people
and nature, celebrate conservation successes, and confront the urgent challenges that
remain.

Through this journey, readers will discover not only the richness of Russia’s natural
world but also the importance of its continued preservation for future generations.
Whether you are a naturalist, a traveler, or a curious reader, this guide offers an in-
depth portrait of the fascinating, fragile, and irreplaceable wildlife and fauna of Russia.
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CHAPTER ONE: Russia’s Geographical and Ecological
Diversity
To understand the incredible array of wildlife that calls Russia home, one must first
grasp the sheer scale and astonishing variety of its landscapes. Imagine a country so
vast it spans eleven time zones and stretches across two continents, Europe and Asia.
This isn't just a large country; it's a mosaic of environments, each with its own distinct
character, sculpted by millennia of geological forces and shaped by an often-harsh
climate.

Geographers often divide Russia into five broad natural zones: the polar desert and
tundra of the far north, the expansive taiga or boreal forest, the temperate forests, the
grasslands of the steppe, and the arid or semi-arid zones. Add to this mix significant
mountainous regions, vast wetlands, and an extensive coastline bordering three
oceans, and you begin to appreciate the complexity that underpins Russia's
biodiversity.

European Russia, to the west of the Ural Mountains, is largely dominated by the East
European Plain, a vast, relatively flat area. This plain is home to a variety of
landscapes, from mixed forests in the north to the fertile black-earth soils of the
southern steppes. The Urals themselves, though not particularly high, form a
traditional boundary between Europe and Asia and influence weather patterns and
ecosystems.

Moving eastward, beyond the Urals, lies the immense West Siberian Plain, one of the
largest low-lying areas in the world. This region is characterized by vast stretches of
taiga and enormous wetlands, a testament to the power of its great northward-flowing
rivers like the Ob and Irtysh. The sheer scale of these river systems is staggering; the
Irtysh-Ob system alone stretches over 5,380 kilometers.

Further to the east, the landscape becomes more rugged, transitioning into the
Central Siberian Plateau. This is a region of higher elevation, deeply cut by river
valleys, and primarily covered by taiga. East of the Lena River, the terrain continues to
be mountainous, with various ranges and plateaus extending all the way to the Pacific
coast.

Mountains play a significant role in shaping Russia's climate and creating unique
habitats. Apart from the Urals, major mountain ranges include the Caucasus in the
southwest, the Altai, Sayan, and Yablonovy mountains in the south, and the complex
systems of Northeast Siberia and the Kamchatka Peninsula in the east. Mount Elbrus in
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the Caucasus is the highest peak in Russia and indeed in Europe. The mountains act
as barriers, influencing air currents and precipitation, leading to distinct microclimates
and isolating populations of wildlife, contributing to endemism.

Water is another defining feature of the Russian landscape. With over 100,000 rivers
and an extensive network of lakes and wetlands, aquatic ecosystems are hugely
significant. The Volga, the longest river in Europe, flows through European Russia
before emptying into the Caspian Sea. In Siberia, the powerful Lena, Yenisey, and Ob
rivers drain vast areas as they flow north to the Arctic Ocean. Lake Baikal in Siberia is
the world's deepest and oldest freshwater lake, holding a remarkable proportion of the
world's freshwater and boasting an incredibly rich and unique array of aquatic life.
Russia also has the longest coastline in the world, bordering the Arctic, Pacific, and
Atlantic oceans, including thirteen marginal seas.

The climate of Russia is as varied as its topography. The sheer size of the country and
its distance from oceanic influences result in a predominantly continental climate,
characterized by significant temperature variations between summer and winter.
Winters are famously cold, particularly in Siberia, where some of the coldest inhabited
places on Earth are found. Summers, however, can be surprisingly warm, even hot in
some regions.

Precipitation patterns also vary across the country. While winter often brings a steady
snow cover to much of Russia, precipitation in some eastern regions is concentrated in
the summer months. The far north experiences a polar climate, with permafrost
underlying vast areas, making tree growth impossible in the tundra regions. Further
south, the taiga experiences a subarctic climate, while the steppe and southern
regions have more temperate or even semi-arid conditions.

The geological history of Russia is a fascinating tale of colliding continental plates and
ancient landmasses. European Russia sits on the East European Craton, a stable block
of ancient rock. This craton collided with the Siberian Platform millions of years ago, a
process that contributed to the formation of the Ural Mountains. The vast plains and
plateaus are the result of subsequent sedimentation and geological processes. The
ongoing tectonic activity in regions like the Kamchatka Peninsula is evident in its chain
of volcanoes.

This intricate interplay of geography, climate, and geology has created the diverse
range of ecosystems found across Russia. From the treeless, frozen plains of the
tundra to the vast, coniferous forests of the taiga, and the sweeping grasslands of the
steppe, each habitat provides a unique set of conditions that have shaped the
evolution and distribution of Russia's remarkable wildlife. The sheer variety of these
natural environments sets the stage for the astonishing biodiversity we will explore in
the following chapters.
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