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Introduction

Ukraine, spanning the broad heart of Eastern Europe, stands as a country of
remarkable ecological diversity and biological wealth. Its territory, though occupying
less than 6% of the European continent, is home to an astonishing 35% of Europe’s
biodiversity. Boasting more than 70,000 species of plants and animals, Ukraine
bridges forest and steppe, mountain and marsh, river and sea—yielding a unique
natural tapestry woven from the interplay of geography, climate, and history.

From the remote forests of Polissya in the north to the rolling plains of the steppe in
the south, from the towering Carpathian and Crimean mountain ranges to a complex
system of rivers, lakes, and wetlands, the country offers a multitude of distinct
habitats. Each ecosystem supports its own characteristic communities of flora and
fauna, many of which are rare, relict, or found nowhere else on earth. As a result,
Ukraine has become a sanctuary not only for its own native species but for migratory
visitors and endangered wildlife across the region.

Yet this biological richness faces a multitude of threats. Centuries of agriculture have
transformed much of the fertile steppe, while ongoing urbanization, pollution, resource
exploitation, and the introduction of alien species have fragmented habitats and
tested the resilience of native life. More recently, the devastating impacts of conflict
have loomed large, damaging ecosystems, displacing animal populations, and
challenging the very fabric of conservation work in the country.

In response, Ukraine has fostered an impressive and expanding network of protected
areas, including famous reserves and national parks that strive to shield key habitats
and species. The Nature Reserve Fund, the Emerald Network, and international
partnerships highlight ongoing efforts to balance human activity with the preservation
of natural legacy. Alongside these undertakings, the Red Data Book of Ukraine
chronicles the rare and vulnerable, both as a scientific inventory and a call to action.

This book aims to serve as a comprehensive guide to the wildlife and fauna of Ukraine.
Through exploration of its major ecosystems, individual species, conservation efforts,
and future challenges, readers will gain insight into both the wonders and the fragility
of Ukraine’s natural world. Whether you seek to understand the astonishing variety of
Ukrainian birds, the mysteries of the deep rivers and marine coasts, the vibrancy of
flowers in Alpine meadows, or the critical issues facing conservation today, this guide
provides a foundation for discovery.

In sharing the stories of Ukraine’s wildlife and landscapes, it is our hope to inspire a
deeper appreciation of their value and a greater commitment to their
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protection—especially in times of uncertainty. For within Ukraine’s natural world lies
not only a vital European heritage but a source of resilience and possibility for future
generations.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lay of the Land and the Tapestry
of Life

Ukraine is a country that certainly doesn't believe in subtlety when it comes to its
geography. It's like a masterclass in varied landscapes, all crammed into one rather
large chunk of Eastern Europe. Clocking in as the second-largest country entirely
within Europe, after Russia's European portion, Ukraine covers a considerable 603,500
square kilometers. To give you some perspective, that's a bit bigger than France. This
expansive territory is a major reason why Ukraine boasts such a stunning array of
wildlife and habitats.

Imagine a vast canvas, and then picture a giant hand sweeping across it, creating
different textures and colors. That's a bit like how Ukraine’s land was formed. Most of
the country lies within the Great European Plain, resulting in extensive lowlands and
plateaus. But just to keep things interesting, there are also a couple of significant
mountain ranges. In the west, you have the majestic Carpathians, part of the larger
Alpine system, and in the south, along the Crimean Peninsula, are the Crimean
Mountains. This blend of flatlands and peaks, coupled with a coastline stretching along
the Black Sea and the smaller Sea of Azov, creates a geographical recipe for
biodiversity.

The heart of Ukraine's fertile reputation lies in its soil, particularly the famous
"chornozem," or black earth. This incredibly rich soil, known for its high humus
content, covers a significant portion of the country, especially in the forest-steppe and
steppe zones. It's this dark, nutrient-rich earth that has historically earned Ukraine the
moniker "breadbasket of Europe." While much of the steppe has been converted for
agriculture due to this fertility, the remaining untouched areas are vital refuges for
wildlife.

The climate of Ukraine is primarily temperate continental, which means you get
distinct seasons. Summers are generally warm, and winters can be quite cold,
especially further inland. However, the southern Crimean coast enjoys a more
Mediterranean climate, adding another layer to the country's environmental mosaic.
Precipitation isn't evenly distributed, with the western and northern regions typically
receiving more rainfall than the drier south and east.

This interplay of topography, soil, and climate has shaped Ukraine into a land of
diverse ecological zones. These aren't just lines on a map; they are broad strokes
defining the types of plant and animal communities you'll find. From the waterlogged
woodlands of Polissya in the north to the sun-baked grasslands of the southern steppe,
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each zone presents a unique environment with its own set of challenges and
opportunities for the species that call it home.

Consider Polissya, located in the northwest and north. It's a land of mixed forests and
marshes, where pine, oak, and birch dominate the tree cover. This is a landscape that
thrives on water, and the wetlands here are crucial for many species.

Moving south, you encounter the Forest-Steppe zone, a transitional area that, as the
name suggests, is a mix of forests and grasslands. Here, you'll find oak, pine, and
hornbeam mingling with open grassy areas. It’s a zone of overlap, where species from
both the forest and the steppe can be found.

Further south still is the vast Steppe zone, stretching to the Black Sea and Sea of Azov.
Historically, this was a region of immense grasslands, a seemingly endless sea of
waving grasses. While much of it is now cultivated, the remaining patches of natural
steppe are incredibly important for specialized wildlife that can survive in these open,
often dry conditions.

In the west, the Carpathian Mountains rise, offering a completely different
environment. These mountains are characterized by rich forests, transitioning from
mixed forests at lower elevations to pine forests higher up, and finally to alpine
meadows at the highest reaches. The Carpathians are a significant hotspot for
biodiversity, providing habitat for large mammals and a variety of plant life adapted to
mountain conditions.

Along the southern coast of the Crimean Peninsula, the Crimean Mountains create a
unique region with a distinct flora of deciduous and evergreen grasses and shrubs.
This area's proximity to the Black Sea influences its climate and vegetation, setting it
apart from the rest of the country.

Finally, Ukraine's extensive network of rivers, lakes, and wetlands forms a crucial part
of its ecological landscape. With thousands of rivers and vast areas of wetlands, these
aquatic ecosystems are teeming with life, particularly waterfowl. The Black Sea and
Sea of Azov also contribute significantly to the country's biodiversity, though they face
their own set of challenges.

These diverse ecological zones are not isolated islands; they are interconnected,
forming a complex tapestry of life across Ukraine. The movement of species between
these areas, the flow of water through river systems, and the influence of climate all
contribute to the intricate balance of the natural world here. Understanding this
geographical and ecological foundation is key to appreciating the incredible variety of
wildlife that calls Ukraine home.
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