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Introduction
The WWF Azerbaijan office together with its partners – the

Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources of the Azerbaijan

Republic and the IDEA (Interna�onal Dialogue for Environmental

Ac�on) Public Union – are coopera�ng to reintroduce European

bison (Bison bonasus) to Azerbaijan's Shahdag Na�onal Park in

the Greater Caucasus.

Goal
The goal of the project is to build a viable popula�on of

free-ranging European bison on the southern slopes  of

the eastern Greater Caucasus zone in Azerbaijan.

The reintroduc�on of this large herbivore will assure the

natural dynamics of the ecosystems from which many

plant and animal species profit, both directly and

indirectly. and iconic species will help to

raise awareness of nature protec�on among the wider

public and will create new opportuni�es for ecotourism

and sustainable socio-economic development in the

region.

This beau�ful



Bison
The also called the wisent, is Europe’s largest na�ve

land mammal. Un�l the early Middle Ages the wisent was widely

distributed in western, central and southeastern Europe, extending

up to the Volga River and the Caucasus. Due to intensive hun�ng and

habitat destruc�on the wisent became increasingly close to

ex�nc�on in the 1920s, and the last free-ranging bison was shot in

1927 in the western Greater Caucasus All wisent groups that exist

today are founded from just 12 individuals which were kept in a

handful of zoos and private estates. Therefore, low gene�c

variability is one of the challenges in wisent conserva�on. The

European breeding programme for the wisent differ between

two gene�cally separated breeding lines: i) the Lowland line

and ii) the Lowland-Caucasian line (a hybrid of Lowland bison

and a single now ex�nct Caucasian Mountain bison). The first

reintroduc�on of wisent started in 1952 in Poland in

Białowieża forest on the border with Belarus. Today various

wisent reintroduc�on programmes are under way in

Belarus, the Russian Federa�on, Slovakia, Romania,

Poland and Germany.

European bison,

Fig 1. The only historic photograph of a living

Caucasian bison in the wild.



Map 1. Preselected poten�al bison reintroduc�on

sites in Azerbaijan

Background
In 2012, the European bison was chosen as an iconic

species for conserva�on in Azerbaijan, important for

ecological connec�vity and ecotourism development

in the Greater Caucasus.

In order to assess the feasibility of reintroducing bison

into Azerbaijan, WWF Azerbaijan organized field visits

and iden�fied 11 poten�al sites in the Caucasus

Mountains, as well as two poten�al sites in the steppe

regions in 2012. Of the five major poten�al sites,

Zagatala Nature Reserve scored highest, closely

followed by Ismayilli.

The Ismayilli site in Shahdag Na�onal Park was

selected because of its suitable habitats, its status as

a protected area and the availability of mo�vated staff

to monitor and protect the bison. A�er the selec�on

of the reintroduc�on site near Buynuz village (one of

the main entrances to the NP) a reintroduc�on centre

was established and staff were trained and equipped.

Following interna�onal standards for reintroduc�on

(such as Interna�onal Union for Conserva�on of

Nature (IUCN) guidelines and recommenda�ons),

animals were selected only from the Lowland-

Caucasian breeding line, as closely related as possible

to the authen�c gene�cs of the bison in the region.



Location
The reintroduc�on centre covers an area of

about 305 ha and has three sec�ons: handling,

adapta�on and rewilding. Construc�on of the

reintroduc�on centre started in 2017 and

finished just before the the first 12 (3 males and

9 females) bison arrived in May, 2019. The first

two sec�ons – the handling and adapta�on

areas – have steel structures and cover less than

three hectares. The largest sec�on – the

rewilding area – is enclosed only by electric

fences and covers mountain slopes with

deciduous forests of oak, hornbeam, ash,

hawthorn, beech and other trees. Undergrowth

mainly consists of blackberry and elderberry

bushes. From the rewilding area, species can

easily be released into the forests and meadows

of Shahdag NP.

Map 2. Reintroduc�on site

in Shahdag Na�onal Park, Azerbaijan



Map 3. Shahdag Na�onal Park, Azerbaijan

Shahdag NP



Shahdag NP covers 130,000 ha over different

ecosystems – mainly montane forests and

alpine m . The bison are being

reintroduced into the core zone of the

na�onal park where about 40,000 ha have

been protected since 1969. It consists of

forested slopes (mixed deciduous forest with

undergrowth), open areas and subalpine

meadows at the higher al�tudes. The al�tude

varies from about 600 m to over 2,500 m

above sea level. The climate is temperate with

snow in winter and warm summers. The

annual precipita�on is around 800 mm in the

low al�tudes and 1,000 mm in the highest

parts. The snow cover lasts 40-60 days with

10-50 cm dept . In low al�tudes, oak and

hornbeam forests are found, while in higher

al�tudes (1,000-2,000 m) the beech species

gradually take over. The alpine meadows are

used as summer pasture for livestock. The

park's large mammals are

eadows

h

Wild boar, Red and

Roe deer, Chamois, Eastern tur, Grey wolf, Lynx

and Brown bear.



The re-introduction process
The reintroduc�on is planned in several phases. The animals are flown

in from Europe, then released from their transport boxes into an

acclima�za�on or adapta�on enclosure to allow close supervision and,

if needed, treatment. The acclima�za�on enclosure has a handling area

with two holding pens to handle bison and separate animals. This first

stage also func�ons as a quaran�ne period.

Therea�er, animals are allowed into the adjoining rewilding area, a

valley of about 300 ha that is enclosed with an electric fence on the

ridges. In the rewilding area, the animals are prepared to fully adapt

to their new habitat but s�ll within a restricted area. Addi�onal

feeding is reduced to zero so the animals have to depend on the

natural vegeta�on. Both the condi�on and behaviour of the bison

are closely monitored by animal caretakers and NP staff. When

the bison are in good condi�on and have formed a healthy,

naturally behaving herd, they are released into the core zone of

the NP.

The project aims to bring around 10 individuals per year to

Shahdag Na�onal Park with a minimum goal of 50. All the

animals will follow the same two-stage acclima�za�on and

rewilding procedure. Along with herd reproduc�on, this will

gradually help to build a viable popula�on in the long term.

As the popula�on grows, it will create economic

opportuni�es for wildlife tourism.



2.2.

Fig 2. Transporta�on:

2.1. Loading bison in Tierpark Berlin © WWF Sonja Ri� er; 2.2. Preparing bison in Hahn Airport for des�na�on © WWF Alexander Paul Brandes; 2.3. Unloading bison © WWF Aurel

Heidelberg; 2.4. Water, food supply and health check during wai�ng in Hahn Airport © WWF Alexander Paul Brandes; 2.5. Unloading animals in the reintroduc�on center © WWF

Rustam Maharramov.
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Fig 3. Reintroduc�on Center © WWF Aurel Heidelberg:

3.1. Freshwater supply in the handling area; 3.2. Separa�on of animals in the handling area; 3.3. Gate for separa�on of animals in the handling area; 3.4. Entrance from adapta�on

area to the handling area; 3.5. Gate from adapta�on area into the rewildering area; 3.6. Natural water inflow to adapta�on area; 3.7. Electric fence device.



4.1.

4.2.
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Fig 4. Rewildering Area © WWF Aurel Heidelberg:

4.1. Maintaining of electric fence; 4.2. Natural water; 4.3. Electric fence in the rewildering area; 4.4. Oriental beech forest in upper parts of the rewildering area; 4.5. Maintaining of

electric fence; 4.6. Mixed Mountain Broadleaf forest in the rewildering area; 4.7. Checking electric tension of the fence.



The first results
In 2018-2019 the infrastructure was built and the first 12

bison from seven zoos in Germany, the Czech Republic,

Belgium and France arrived in two transports, one with eight

(2 males and 6 females) animals and one with four (one male

and 3 females) animals. The bison were transported by trucks

to Hahn airport in Germany and from there flown to Baku

airport. Three bison were fi� ed with GPS collars to monitor

their movement when released into the wild. Shahdag NP

staff were trained and equipped to monitor, protect and

manage the bison. Local veterinarians have also been trained

in specific bison health monitoring, handling and treatments,

and have received special equipment for their work with the

bison. IDEA and WWF have carried out awareness campaigns

in the adjacent villages, especially in schools, to educate

children and local people about the coming of this new

species and the goals and reasons for the reintroduc�on. Two

calves were born in winter 2019-20 and two more calves are

expected soon.

Fig 5. The first bison calf born

in the reintroduc�on site © WWF Rustam Maharramov.



6.1.
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Fig 6. Monitoring:

6.1. GPS and VHF collar; 6.2. Wisent immobiliza�on-Berlin-Tierpark © WWF Sonja Ri� er; 6.3. GPS and VHF collared bison © WWF Rustam Maharramov; 6.4. Camera traps are

installed in the NP for Bison monitoring © WWF Rustam Maharramov; 6.5. Bison Response Team.



Fig. .7 Bison movement within 10 days



Partners & Supporters

All the animals were donated by zoos: Tierpark Berlin (D), Pescheray (F), Sainte Croix

(F), Thoiry ZooSafari (F), Bellewaerde (B), Prague Zoo (Cz), Zoo Pilsen (Cz) and others.

The zoos also provide logis�cal and technical services and advice.

The main partners of the project in Azerbaijan are the Ministry of Ecology and

Natural Resources and IDEA Public Union. The partners in Europe are the European

Ex-situ Programme (EEP) for European bison of the European Associa�on of Zoos and

Aquaria (EAZA) and WWF-Germany.

Funding
The project has been funded through the Transboundary Joint Secretariat for the

Southern Caucasus and is implemented by the WWF Caucasus Programme Office

(financed by the German Ministry of Economic Coopera�on and Development

through KfW Development Bank) and WWF-Germany.

Fig 8. The opening ceremony of the project with par�cipa�on of the Minister of Ecology and Natural Recourses

of Azerbaijan Republic Mr. Mukhtar Babayev and Founder of IDEA Public Union Ms. Leyla Aliyeva
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