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ABSTRACT: The high-mountain steppes of South-eastern Altai are a valuable resource for pastoralism—almost the only possible
type of economic activity in these places—and the conservation of near threatened species, such as the argali. Argali are the largest
and most vulnerable wild sheep (Ovis ammon ammon L.), and are listed in the Red Data Book of the Russian Federation and on the
IUCN Red List. The argali is also important in the food chain of another rare and protected species, the snow leopard. This paper
presents the results of research into the productivity of argali’s high-mountain steppes habitation in various parts of the Sailugem
Ridge, and assesses their pasture degradation. We predict how observed declining pasture productivity due to anthropogenic and
climate pressure, as well as argali grazing, will threaten their survival. We propose special measures to reduce the impact of the
argali population on the degradation of current pastures, while improving argali conservation in other areas of South-eastern Altai
and adjacent territories where the species previously existed.

Keywords: Altai Mountains; Ovis ammon ammon; Argali; Steppe vegetation; Pasture degradation; Climate change; Conservation
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1. Introduction

The argali, subspecies (Ovis ammon ammon L.), is the largest sheep on the planet. Rams can achieve a body length
of 174-180 cm, a height of 114-125 cm, and a weight of up to 200 kg (Figure 1). The species is listed as “critically
endangered” in the Red Data Book of the Russian Federation and as “near threatened” in the [UCN Red List [1,2]. In
addition to its value as a genome carrier, the argali is an important element in the food chain of another rare species: the
snow leopard.

The modern habitat of the argali (Figure 2A) includes the most arid areas of the Altai and Tuva Mountains.
However, the historical range of this wild sheep in Russia covered almost the entire territory of the Altai-Sayan
mountain country (Southern Siberia), right up to Transbaikalia (Eastern Siberia). At the beginning of the eighteenth
century, argali inhabited the humid Altai Mountains, where a distinct belt of dark coniferous mountain taiga and
mesomorphic herbaceous plants predominated around the Ust-Koksa area (Figure 2B, point 1,2 [3]). By 1826, argali
had disappeared from this area, mostly because of uncontrolled hunting with guns. Therefore, the modern argali range
in the mountain steppes is the result of anthropogenic impact.

https://doi.org/10.70322/ecoldivers.2025.10015
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Figure 1. Argali (Ovis ammon ammon L.) on the Sailugem Ridge; Photo by I. I. Volkova, 2024.
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Figure 2. (A) The modern distribution of argali straddling the two republics of southern Siberia (Russia) and Mongolia. (B)
Reconstruction of the argali historical range in the 18th and early 19th centuries in the Altai Republic (red shading) and the modern
range (blue). 1, 2—areas in which the traces of argali were found in the early 19th century, 3—areas where argali visits are currently
periodically observed, 4—area of argali habitat on the Sailugem Ridge, 5S—area of argali habitat on the Chikhachev Ridge, 6—area
of argali habitat in the south of the Altai Nature Reserve. Based on [4].
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Thus, the reduction of the argali range and the localization of its groups in the arid mountainous territories of Tuva,
South-Eastern Altai, and adjacent regions of Mongolia were caused by human activity.

The mountain steppes of Southern Siberia represent an ecologically important biodiversity refuge. Steppe
vegetation provides forage for both domesticated and wild sheep. At the same time, the steppe vegetation is experiencing
strong anthropogenic and additional new climate pressures.

Developing a conservation strategy for argali in mountain-steppe landscapes requires understanding its current
habitats and predicting how these may change under global climate dynamics. At the same time, according to Shelford’s
law of tolerance [5], changes in habitat, driven by current global climate dynamics, will occur much faster in the arid
regions of Altai than in more humid regions.

This paper is a continuation of our previous work [4] in which we outline challenges to conserve the critically
endangered keystone argali (Ovis ammon ammon). Since its publication, new data have emerged with limited
distribution on argali population dynamics [6] and vegetation degradation [7]. For example, in argali areas, some cases
of irreversible degradation of the steppes have been found. Soil cover destruction has led to the formation of specific
floristic and phytocenological complexes, which we call “rocky steppes” [7]. The new data allow us to redefine the role
of vegetation in the argali conservation strategy in the Mountains of Southern Siberia.

2. Materials and Methods

During 2022-2025, we conducted research on the steppe vegetation of the Sailugem Ridge to understand its
importance as a resource for the argali population and for the mountain ecosystem’s functioning in general.

The climate of the study area is temperate and is influenced by a powerful Asian anticyclone with partly cloudy,
frosty weather in winter and cool summers with an average summer temperature of about 14 °C [8,9]. The mountainous
areas affect local air movement: there are glacial, mountain-slope valley winds, and foehn winds. These winds have
local impacts on the depth and amount of snow cover, soil moisture, and air temperature. Climate is changing: the most
significant changes in temperature and precipitation are occurring in the Chuya Depression. Mean annual temperature
and summer precipitation have increased throughout the region, while winter precipitation has decreased [8,10]. Despite
the increase in summer precipitation, the recent changes indicate some trend toward increased aridization, as the
observed increase in air temperatures is not accompanied by a corresponding increase in precipitation (Figure 3).

Temperature and Precipitation Changes by Year (2000-2024) with Smoothed Curves and Linear Regression
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Figure 3. Temperature and precipitation changes. Calculated on the data retrieved from the Kosh-Agach Meteorological Station
(50°00' 88°40' 1759 asl, Figure 2).

Standard geobotanical descriptions were performed at 9 key sites. The criterion for identifying key sites
identification was relatively uniform coverage of the Sailugem Ridge. The average size of a key site varied about 1000
m? and reflected the diversity of plant communities within an altitudinal zone of a given slope aspect. Each plant
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community was studied over 100 m? within each key site. Within each 100 m?* area, four 50 x 50 cm grids were
subdivided into 10 x 10 cm squares to make a description. Geobotanical descriptions with a grid were made 4 times per
season for each key site with high vegetation homogeneity and up to 10 times per season for each key site with little
vegetation homogeneity, to study the seasonal dynamics of phytocenosis. The total projective cover—an indicator that
determines the relative phytocenosis’s protection on the soil surface was also assessed. Four 1 m? samples of
aboveground phytomass of herbaceous plants were taken from each key site, dried in a thermostat to constant weight,
and weighed on a laboratory scale. The dry mass of grass in a 1 m? square was converted to a per hectare basis.

For individual species, projective cover was assessed as a percentage, which was converted to a point scale
developed by the Braun-Blanquet school [11]: —single specimen; +—projective cover less than 1%; 1—from 1 to 5%;
2a—from 6 to 12%; 2b—from 13 to 25%; 3—from 26 to 50%; 4—from 51 to 75%; 5—from 76 to 100%. We used the
method of standard ecological scales of Ramensky [12] in the steppes dominated by Poa attenuata (Figure 4A,B) to
analyze the phytocenosis environment for such specific factors as moisture, soil richness and salinity and pasture
degradation Poa attenuata occupies approximately two-thirds of the plateau part of the Sailugem Ridge at altitudes of
2300 to 2600 m above sea level (sometimes such communities rise to 2700 m above sea level). This vegetation is the
main available food for the largest argali population in Russia and livestock.

Figure 4. Vegetation of the Sailugem Ridge. Photos by 1. V. Volkov and I. I. Volkova, 2024, 2025. (A) Steppes dominated by Poa
attenuata. (B) Argali dung in a steppe dominated by Poa botryoides and Poa attenuata (a grass with narrower leaves). (C)
Vegetation dominated by sedges in the Ulandryk River valley (eastern part of the Sailugem Ridge). In the foreground are rocky
steppes with degraded vegetation. (D) Vegetation of rocky steppes.

The basis for Ramensky’s ecological scales [12] is the ecological optimum of a species in relation to various
environmental factors, based on the distribution of a plant species in natural conditions. The scale level is a relative
indicator that can be used both as a measure of the intensity of an environmental factor and as a measure of the ecological
amplitude of a plant species.

The moisture conditions and soil characteristics of the steppes dominated by Poa attenuata, in the western, more
humid part of the Sailugem Ridge, were assessed from bioindication characteristics. These were obtained by processing
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geobotanical descriptions in the IBIS 7.1 program [13] using the ecological scales of moisture, soil richness/salinity
[14], and pasture degradation scale [15] (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Computer printout (IBIS 7.1) of the composite ecological gradient profiles of the steppes dominated by Poa attenuata in
the Sailugem Ridge: (A) The moisture scale [KR_UV] [14]; (B) The soil richness and salinity scale [KR_BZ] [14]; (C) The pasture
degradation scale [YA PD][15].

The level of each listed factor is accounted for in scale steps that together form a standard factor scale. Average
values, taking into account the projective cover of species, were calculated in the program and are shown as a line of
minimum conflict. This represents the average value (habitat status), which can be considered a complex indicator-
value characteristic of this description, obtained by averaging the ranges of ecological optimums of plants. The
minimum conflict line has been used to determine the anthropogenic transformation coefficient (ATC). ATC is
calculated (Equation (1)) as the number of synanthropic species as a percentage of the total set of species in the
phytocenosis, taking into account the projective cover of species [13].
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N
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K, r—anthropogenic transformation coefficient;

a—projective cover of synanthropic species;

bi—projective cover of hemerophobic species (those that cannot tolerate anthropogenic transformation);

N,—number of synanthropic species;

Npy—number of hemerophobic species.

To validate the calculated KAT results, a visual assessment of pasture degradation (plant cover) was made using a
four-point scale recommended by the All-Russian Research Institute of Agriculture and Soil Protection from Erosion:
1—not degraded, 2—slightly degraded, 3—moderately degraded, 4—very heavily degraded pastures [16].

To up-date previous research results, the 2025 field season’s data were used. The new data is from the eastern part
of the Sailugem Ridge. And made it possible to refine the scenario of vegetation change caused by climate change [4].

Based on: (a) an analysis of retrospective and future climate change data [17,18] (Figure 3), and associated inferred
vegetation transformations, and (b) an analysis of the historical range of argali in the Altai Republic and the reasons for
its decline, we propose a comprehensive conservation strategy by introducing argali into protected areas where this
species is currently absent, but lived until the early 19th century.

*100% Q)

Kur =

3. Results

The biomass of argali forage varied by almost threefold between key sites, reaching up to 3100 kg/ha. The
composite ecological gradient profiles of the steppes dominated by Poa attenuata in the Sailugem Ridge show that, for
the moisture scale [KR_UV], there are 120 gradations with 18 original taxa of which 17 are included in the profile
(Figure 5A). The line of minimal conflict for the moisture scale is 52.5. The number of gradations for the soil richness
and salinity scale [KR BZ] is 30, with 18 original taxa of which 17 are included in the profile. The average description
status (Figure 5B) is 12.5, and the line of minimal conflict is 12.0. The pasture degradation scale [YA PD] has 10
gradations for 18 original taxa, of which 11 are included in the profile. Sorting: By minimum, by optimum, by maximum.
The average description status (Figure 5C) is 3.7, and the line of minimum conflict is 3.6. The stage of pasture
degradation according to Cherosov’s gradient was 2.8 (closer to the moderately overgrazed). Our visual assessment
yielded a close value of 2.5 (Figure 6).

Vertical lines are the lines of minimum conflict. There can be more than one line of minimum conflict depending on
the landscape type. Horizontal lines denote the scale steps. Boxes denote the ecological optimum of a particular species.
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Figure 6. The vertical structure of the steppe is dominated by Poa attenuata and its transformation as a result of increased grazing
pressure. (A) Community under low grazing pressure; (B) Community transformed as a result of increased grazing pressure (2.5
degradation stage on a four-point scale). 1—Poa attenuata, 2—Carex rupestris, 3—Aster alpinus, 4—Helictotrichon mongolicum,
5—Oxytropis macrosema, 6—Allium rubens, T—Artemisia frigida, 8—Silene repens, 9—Festuca tschujensis.

Data on the numbers of argali on the Sailugem Ridge (Figure 7), updated in this study, show a statistically
significant exponential increase. The population increased from 525 individuals in 2014 to 3756 individuals in 2024.
The argali population on the Russian part of the Sailugem Ridge is the most numerous group in Altai (3756 individuals
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in 2024) compared with 318 in neighboring Tuva, 2240 in the Mongolian part of the Sailugem Ridge, and 1664 in Uvs
Aimag (Mongolia) [19]. Moreover, for the first time in a 10-year period of monitoring, the number of argali in the
Russian part of Sailugem exceeded the number of argali in its Mongolian part [20]. If this exponential trend continues,
far higher population figures can be expected in the coming years.
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Figure 7. Dynamics of argali numbers on the Russian part of the Sailugem Ridge. Based on [6,21-23] (a. = 0.05; p-value p < 0.0001).

4. Discussion
4.1. Characteristics of the Pasture Vegetation—The Argali’s Food Source

In the composite ecological gradient profiles (Figure 5), moisture scale levels 1-17 correspond to desert-type
moisture, while levels 110-120 correspond to aquatic vegetation habitats. The soil moisture index under the Poa
attenuata-dominated phytocoenosis, at level 52.5, characterizes habitats intermediate between wet steppe (levels 47—
52) and dry and fresh meadow (levels 53—63) (Figure 5A).

The term “active soil richness” refers to the degree to which plant nutrients are available in a mobile and plant-
available form (soluble salts, bases adsorbed by colloids, easily mineralized nitrogen compounds, etc.). On the soil
richness/salinity scale, steps 1-3 indicate particularly poor soils, while steps 29—30 indicate severely alkaline soils. Step
12 (the line of minimal conflict) (Figure 5B) characterizes soils of the Poa attenuata-dominated community in the western,
plateau-like part of Sailugem Ridge, with steps (11-13) indicating relatively rich soils with a pH of 6.0-7.5 [14].

Our previous studies [4] have shown that steppes dominated by Poa attenuata, in the more humid western part of
the Sailugem Ridge, have conditions of moisture that are optimal for this species, but with the some deficiency of
nutrients available in the soil, which might prevent other potential competitors from succeeding (Figure 5B,C).

However, rainfall on the Sailugem Ridge can be unstable, and the moisture regime can fluctuate significantly
(Figure 3). Our personal observations of shoot development of Poa attenuata, in the summer of 2022, revealed two
distinct generations of young shoots. The first sub-layer of grass tufts, 20 cm tall, consisted of dried shoots, the growth
of which was associated with the use of moisture reserves in the soil by plants remaining after the melting of the winter
snow cover and was interrupted by an extremely dry spring. As a result of rainfall in early summer, a second generation
of shoots emerged, reaching a height of 17 cm by August. The two periods of growth within a season of Poa attenuate
suggest that these steppes in the mountains of Southern Siberia may be highly dependent on the rhythm of precipitation.
In more humid, low-lying areas where snow accumulates, steppe productivity can increase by almost threefold (up to
3100 kg/ha). In such habitats, the ecologically vicarious species Poa botryoides (Figure 4B) usually co-dominates with
Poa attenuata and even predominates. Such habitats are found in the western part of the Sailugem Ridge, where they
occupy relatively small areas. This is due to the transport of snow by westerly winds, which reduces the soil moisture
deficit for vegetation and likely, to some extent, offsets the periodic soil moisture deficits caused by thin air, strong
solar radiation, and frequent winds typical of high mountains.
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An important factor influencing steppe productivity is the level of pasture degradation. Pasture degradation is a
gradual change in plant communities through excessive grazing pressure (although increasing aridization can also cause
pasture degradation). Although steppes are communities that develop under the influence of herbivores, they degrade
under excessive grazing pressure. The level of pasture degradation assessed using the IBIS 7.1 programme [13] and
shown on Figure 5C as closer to moderately overgrazed according to [16].

Although Cherosov’s gradient scale was not developed for steppe ecosystems, there was a close agreement with
the visual assessment according to the four-point scale for determining the stage of pasture degradation [16].

Overall, areas of relatively well-preserved steppe grassland typically alternate with more degraded areas. With
further increases in grazing pressure, the importance of grasses may decline, and the community may transform into
Artemisia frigida-dominated steppes (with isolated grass tussocks)—Iless valuable pastures that indicate the third stage
of pasture degradation (Figure 6).

In general, the steppe vegetation, which occupies the largest area on the Sailugem Ridge, is in relatively good
condition [4]. The best-preserved pastures are found in the western part of the Sailugem Ridge. Here, steppes dominated
by Poa attenuata and Poa botryoides are predominantly in the first stage of pasture degradation, and no more than 20%
of the steppe area is in the second stage of pasture degradation according to expert assessment. Good moisture is
confirmed by fragments of meadow vegetation that develop among the steppes in more humid habitats.

More severe pasture degradation is observed in the Ulandryk River basin in the eastern part of the Sailugem Range.
Here, we estimate that approximately half of the steppe area is in the second stage of pasture degradation, and
approximately 7-10% is in the third stage. The steppes of the plateaus between the central parts of the Sailugem Range
are in a similar state.

During our research in 2025 in the upper Ulandryk River valley (eastern part of the Sailugem Ridge), we found
degraded rocky steppes on the river valley slopes (Figure 4C,D). Long-term overgrazing in the steppes not only degrades
vegetation but also destroys the fertile humus horizon. The mechanism behind this transformation is linked to livestock
grazing on grasses, which not only form but also, through their fibrous root systems, maintain the soil’s humus horizon.
As a result of grazing, plants with taproot systems become dominant in communities with sparse vegetation. These
taproots, while to some extent resistant to slope processes, do not protect the humus horizon, which is subject to
mechanical destruction by animal hooves, blown away by winds, and washed away by rain, exposing the underlying
rock (Figure 4D).

The presence of rocky steppes, as a stage of irreversible transformation of steppe vegetation under overgrazing
conditions, downgrades the overall pasture condition in the south-eastern Sailugem Ridge from good to satisfactory.
Unfortunately, if current grazing pressure continues under current temperature increases (Figure 3) [8,17] and future climate
aridization [ 18], a significant part of mountain-steppe pastures will transform into rocky steppes, a process of desertification.

4.2. Argali Population Trends

Recently, the steppes’ forage resources (quality and amount) ensured the growth of the argali group on the Russian
part of the Sailugem Ridge from 525 individuals in 2014 to 3756 individuals in 2024 (Figure 6).

Thus, food supply for argali is not the reason for the decline in its numbers in the Russian Federation in the 1990s
and the beginning of the 21st century: the cause was illegal hunting [4].

The establishment of the Sailugem National Park in 2013 was an adequate and timely measure for the conservation
of argali in the Russian Federation. Moreover, the argali population on the Russian part of the Sailugem Ridge is key
to the conservation of this species in Russia, as it is the most numerous group in Altai.

This is particularly noticeable against the backdrop of a decline in the argali population on the Chikhachev Ridge,
located northeast of Sailugem, which numbered 360 individuals in 2017 but has now dropped to 60 [6,24]. The argali
in the Sailugem region is unable to establish a foothold in areas adjacent to Sailugem. For example, argali groups have
been repeatedly observed on the South Chuya Ridge and on the Ukok Plateau (Figure 2B 2,3), as well as in other areas
that were previously part of its habitat, but stable territorial groups have not yet been observed.

4.3. Current Argali Conservation Measures

The main factor for argali conservation is effective species protection. Argali protection should be strengthened on
the Ukok Plateau and South Chuya Ridge [4]. However, a more important solution in the argali conservation strategy
will be the creation of a new cluster (group of conserved areas) within the Sailugemsky National Park on the Chikhachev
Ridge. The Sailugemsky National Park is a framework that could host this cluster and serve as a link between the argali
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populations on the Sailugem Ridge, the Altai Nature Reserve, and the Tuvan part of this species’ range. The National
Park’s conservation regime does not interfere with the indigenous peoples’ traditional method of nature management—
transhumance—but effectively limits illegal argali hunting. Furthermore, the inclusion of new territories within the
National Park ensures their protection from seizure for other economic uses, such as mining, which could undermine
not only the conservation of argali but also the traditional subsistence of local people.

On the other hand, as the distribution of argali in the historical period shows (Figure 2B, point 1), the potential
range of this species covered not only the dry highlands of Altai (Sailugem Ridge), but also the more humid mountains
of the western macroslope of the Katunsky Range. The Katunsky Nature Reserve provides the most effective protection
of argali due to the strong ban on visiting this protected area for all categories of citizens, except for security guards and
scientific staff.

4.4. Potential Impacts of Climate Change on Argali Conservation

Protection from people is not the only protection needed for argali conservation. Establishing the new protected
clusters and/or reoccupying historical areas are especially relevant given the forecast for climate change-induced
impacts on vegetation in the arid mountains where argali currently live. The productivity and food supply in sensory
ecosystems such as the steppes are particularly sensitive to climate change [25]. Even a decrease of one degree of
humidity in the western part of the Sailugem Ridge would remove the main dominant plant, Poa attenuata, from the
zone of its ecological optimum (Figure 5SA). We assume that in the drier eastern part of the Sailugem Ridge, this species
is already nearing the limit of its ecological tolerance for moisture. With further climate aridization [ 18], this could lead
to the replacement of species with less valuable forage.

These communities, under increased pressure from argali and livestock, will rapidly degrade, turning into
unproductive rocky steppes. Moreover, such consequences will be more noticeable in the eastern, less humid part of the
Ridge [4]. Some areas will soon experience irreversible desertification of pastures.

Retrospective analysis of vegetation changes and forecast of its future changes as a result of global warming show
that climatic changes may strongly negatively affect the argali inhabited areas in the Sailugem Ridge by decreasing the
state of their forage [4]. We assume that, according to the southern aspect of the Mongolian macroslope of the Sailugem
Ridge, the area in Mongolia will likely experience more extensive changes in the next 10—15 years than the northern,
Russian part. This will probably increase the pressure on argali’s pastures on the Russian (northern) macroslope of the
Sailugem Ridge as they relocate. At the same time, climate-change induced impacts on steppe vegetation will lead to
the expansion of the unproductive rocky steppes that will inevitably occur on the Russian part of the Sailugem Ridge.
This scenario is amplified in the absence of livestock regulation and an increase in the argali population on the Sailugem
Ridge at the same time. Thus, there are three processes here: an increase in the argali population due to protection from
hunting and migration from the Mongolian side, increased competition with local herding, and a potential decrease in
the habitat’s carrying capacity associated with climate aridization. Therefore, optimizing the pasture load by regulating
the number of livestock will help to maintain the productivity of pastures and the economic feasibility of their use.
Alternatively, it may lead to a decrease in livestock numbers. Argali’s impact on pasture degradation can possibly be
reduced by improving the protection of this species in other areas of the South-Eastern Altai. For example, a new cluster
of the Sailugemsky National Park on the Chikhachev Ridge can be created, and argali protection in the Ukok Plateau
and South Chuya Ridge can be improved, including through the implementation of the planned South Chuya Nature
Reserve. Due to local migration of this highly mobile wild sheep, their density will decrease as the population widens
its distribution in the South-Eastern Altai. Moderation of global climate change impacts is not possible locally, so
controlling local livestock numbers, hunting, and argali grazing areas are keys to conservation strategies.

4.5. Proposed New Argali Conservation Areas

We suggest that some areas in the southern part of the Altai Republic could be optimal for the reintroduction of
argali. Reintroductions have been successfully and increasingly used over the past decades [26,27].

A map of Specially Protected Natural Areas (SPNA) of the Sailugem Ridge region (Figure 8) shows that almost
all the area of the Ukok Plateau is designated as a regional protected area. The level of protection here is softer than on
the federally protected areas (“national reserve”, “national park™) and is fundamentally determined by funding. The
cluster of federally administered Sailugemsky National Park is located east of the Ukok Plateau. It has a stricter level
of protection, but it covers less than a third of the Sailugem Ridge. However, as noted above, this is sufficient for a local

increase in argali populations that exceeds more than six times over ten years. In comparison, as also noted above, on
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the Ukok Plateau (a regionally administered protected area), argali are unable to form a stable population. The planned
South-Chuisky Nature Reserve (highlighted in light green on the map, Figure 8) could be an appropriate reserve, but
due to anthropogenic impact, it is currently an impassible barrier to argali migration. Really effective protection for
reintroduced argali populations can only be ensured within the Argut cluster of the Sailugemsky National Park and the
Katunsky Nature Reserve, which maintain a permanent and sufficiently large security staff to ensure effective protection.
Furthermore, the absolute prohibition of human access to the Katunsky Nature Reserve makes this area preferable for
argali reintroduction.

oo

A

Figure 8. Map of some existing and planned protected areas in the south of the Altai Republic: 1—Ukok Plateau Quiet Zone, 2—
Sailugemsky National Park (Sailugem Cluster), 3—Sailugemsky National Park (Ulandryk Cluster), 4—Suggested Ulandryk
Protected Zone, 5—Suggested South Chuysky Nature Reserve, 6—Sailugemsky National Park (Argut Cluster), 7—Katunsky
Nature Reserve, 8—Belukha Nature Park, 9—Shavlinsky Nature Reserve. Pink lines denote international borders. Different terms
(““Quiet zone”, “National Park”, “Protected Zone”, “National Reserve”) reflect the different protection regimes on these territories.

If a reintroduction is successful, these territories could serve as a nucleus for the creation of new argali populations
in Altai, while surrounding areas with regional protected status, both existing and planned, could serve as a buffer zone.
A natural prerequisite for the species’ survival even within the protected areas during winter is the presence of extensive
surfaces from which snow cover is blown away, allowing argali to overwinter. The Sailugemsky National Park and the
Katunsky Nature Reserve have such natural conditions. In the event of heavy snowfall during winter, additional feeding
may be necessary for the argali’s survival. The Sailugemsky National Park and the Katunsky Nature Reserve have well-
qualified staff and appropriate equipment. In the future, it will probably be relevant to reintroduce the argali to the
territory of the Sayano-Shushensky Nature Reserve, the territory of which was included in the argali’s historical range
according to petroglyphs depicting this species [28].

The reintroduction we are considering is similar to the conservation problem of other species with different habitats
around the world. For example, Alpine ibex (Capra ibex ibex L.) suffered over-exploitation and poaching that led to a
steady decline of ibex numbers in the European Alps. Today Alpine ibex management faces two challenges: (1) habitat
destruction in areas of high population densities, and (2) low genetic variability, possibly a result of inbreeding during
a succession of four potential population bottleneck situations [29]. Other examples are Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx L.)[30]
and Red kites (Milvus milvus L.) [31,32]. To protect and reintroduce these species, many efforts by various actors were
necessary to overcome habitat destruction and biased, negative public opinion. We consider the positive results of these
randomly chosen cases as support for our suggestions for argali species protection. Resettlement of argali in South-
Eastern Altai, as well as reintroduction into their historical ranges, could mitigate potential survival problems of argali
and will not cause obvious damage in the short-term to the ecosystems into which they will spread. The implementation
of these ideas will probably become the most ambitious task in the strategy for the conservation of this species in Russia.
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