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Management of Mongolian Gazelles as a Sustainable Resource
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Abstract

An international workshop on gazelle harvesting and management was held in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia
in October, 2003. The major output from this workshop was the general agreement that no commercial
hunt can be recommended at this time. This is because of the high level of poaching that is appearing to
be having a negative impact on gazelle numbers. Best estimates put the existing gazelle population at
about one million and decreasing. Models have suggested that this population could sustain an annual
6% commercial offtake. However, it is estimated that the illegal offtake may be near or exceed 10%
annually. If so, this would explain why the population of gazelles is decreasing even without a legal
commercial hunt. While there are adequate laws to deal with poaching, there is extremely poor enforcement
due to a lack of funding, equipment, and will. We recommend against acommercial harvest until poaching
is controlled and there is a sound monitoring system in place, and until monitoring shows gazelle
populations to be stable or increasing.
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Meanwhile, it is estimated that poachers have
continued to illegally slaughter more than 100,000
gazelles each year (Reading et al, 1998),

Introduction

The Mongolian eastern steppe is the world’s

largest intact grassland, with one of the world’s
last great migratory wonders, the Mongolian
gazelle (Procapra gutturosa), along with numerous
endangered species and a traditional nomadic
lifestyle rich in Mongolian culture (MNE, 1996;
Schaller, 1998). These communities historically
engaged in low-impact nomadic herding. Recently
this sustainable pattern has been disrupted. The
deterioration of livestock production systems has
increased  herder poverty while rising
unemployment has helped to increase poaching.
Historic and recent gazelle commercial and
subsistence hunting programs have suffered
because neither government nor local residents saw
full economic benefits with meat being poorly
handled and sold at below-market prices.

threatening the steppe ecosystem and traditional
culture. Poorly planned development projects
major roads and railroad fencing also threaten to
disrupt the migratory movements of gazelles,
impeding their ability to reach summer birthing
grounds and winter pastures. Since gazelles play a
pivotal role in structuring the steppe’s ecological
landscape, ensuring their survival is a requirement
for maintaining steppe biodiversity, ecological
processes, and traditional culture.

In order to focus attention on and develop
specific solutions to these problems, a two-day
stakeholder workshop on Mongolian gazelle
management was held in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia
on October 16-17, 2003. This workshop focused
on the ecological, economic, and legislative issues
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surrounding gazelle harvesting and management.
More than 100 people attended the workshop,
including officials from five Mongolian ministries
and government agencies; local aimag government
officials; scientists from the National Academy of
Sciences, National University, and a variety of other
institutions; staff from local and international
conservation NGOs; and international biologists
from the United States, Australia and Great Britain.

Topics included hunting quotas, establishing
mechanisms for monitoring, enforcement, and
improving health standards. A major focus of the
workshop was the presentation of the Australian
kangaroo harvest system as a potential model for
future gazelle commercial harvest. The results of a
2001 pilot study harvest of gazelles based on the
kangaroo model was presented as verification of
this potential. New management strategies were
presented that incorporated the realities of the
impacts of poaching and links between
conservation and sustainable use. The workshop
also dealt with wildlife/livestock/human disease
issues, meat handling protocols, and safety
regulations for a harvesting program based on
international best practices and current scientific
knowledge of gazelle biology and population
dynamics. On the second day, working groups were
formed to discuss and develop strategies to improve
legislation and implementation of actions related
to quotas and monitoring, enforcement, production,
meat handling and safety, and disease.

Results

It was agreed that no commercial hunt of
Mongolian gazelle can be recommended at this time
due to the high level of illegal hunting taking place
and lack of adequate infrastructure to insure
hygienic standards. Such a harvest should not
commence until there is a sound monitoring system
in place, and until the monitoring shows that gazelle
populations are stable or increasing. The
recommendation that a harvest now would be
premature is based on information regarding the
total legal and illegal offtake compared to what is
estimated to be an acceptable level of sustainable
harvest.

The best estimate of the present Mongolian
gazelle population is about one million; this is from
an ongoing five-year field study of gazelles (Olson,
2003). Historic population estimates were much
higher, but the gazelles have lost almost 3 of their
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range in Mongolia in the past 50 years
(Lhagvasuren et al., 2001). Although there has not
been an accurate country-wide survey for gazelles,
the population appears to be continuing to decrease
inrecent years (Reading et al., 1998; Olson, 2003).

A gazelle harvest offtake model described by
Millner-Gulland and Lhagvarsuren (1998) suggests
that an annual 6% Mongolian gazelle harvest
should be sustainable; i.e., about 60,000 animals
per year. Estimates given at this workshop by
officials from the eastern aimags indicated that the
combined ‘subsistence’ or ‘household’ use, plus
poaching, easily exceeds 100,000. This 10%
offtake is higher than the modeled maximum
sustainable harvest estimate (6%) and, presumably,
together with effects of the recent zuds, and disease
outbreaks (Schaller and Lhagvauseren, 1998)
accounts for the perceived decline described by
Olson and others.

There is little doubt that poaching presents a
grave threat to the continued existence of what is
now the largest population of migratory ungulate
remaining in Asia (Reading et al., 1998). The ability
of poaching to dramatically and negatively affect
migratory ungulates has been shown by the
dramatic decline in numbers of saiga antelope
(Saiga tatarica) in Kazakhstan over the past decade
(Milner-Gulland et al., 2001). In Kazakhstan,
overhunting caused saiga populations to crash from
ahigh of well over one million to less than 200,000
within the span of a few years. Because of this
dramatic example and the apparent decline in
Mongolian gazelles, backed by data and models
suggesting that a decline is occurring, workshop
participants agreed that a gazelle commercial
harvest cannot be recommended at this time.
Instead, monitoring and enforcement are the two
issues that need to be addressed immediately in
regard to Mongolian gazelle management.

Monitoring

Regular and scientific monitoring of Mongolian
gazelle populations is a critical need (Lhagvasuren
& Milner-Gulland 1997). No commercial harvest
should be undertaken until there is a scientifically
defensible population estimate, and until it can be
determined whether the populations are increasing,
decreasing, or stable. Gazelles experience periodic
population swings from effects such as bad weather
and disease (Schaller & Lhagvasuren, 1998). Such
changes should affect harvest levels; therefore, the
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extent of these swings must be better understood
and incorporated into any potential harvest quota
setting protocol. The only way to collect this type
of information is through regular monitoring of the
population.

The cost and effectiveness of different potential
monitoring methods need to be explored. These
include ground surveys, aerial surveys and the use
of satellite imagery (Leimgruber et al.,2001). There
is a need to find a suitable funding source for
monitoring. There is also a need for monitoring
population composition (sex ratio, juvenile and
adult ratio). Such data can indicate breeding
success, potential rate of increase in a population
(mortality rates are also required for actual rates),
and age and sex-biased mortality from disease,
hunting or zuds. Finally, there is a need to establish
international best practices that ensure the
credibility of the monitoring protocols. Previous
efforts at monitoring gazelle population size have
fallen short of providing adequate design, rigor,
and replication to enable follow-up monitoring to
detect trends in population. It is important that
future monitoring and survey efforts are designed
with appropriate protocols to ensure that trends can
be detected.

The two most common methods of population
monitoring are aerial and ground surveys. Ground
surveys can monitor population composition (i.e.,
sex ratio, juvenile:adult ratio), which is information
that is usually unobtainable from aerial surveys.
Ideally, this information would be used in
conjunction with estimates of population size to
parameterize population models (White & Lubow,
2002). Species composition (e.g. black-tailed vs.
Mongolian gazelle) may also be more readily
obtained from ground surveys (Caughley et al.,
1984). Unfortunately, obtaining estimates of
population size from ground surveys is often
problematic.

There are a number of advantages of aerial
survey over ground survey. Because of these
advantages, aerial surveys are the accepted method
for broad-scale monitoring of large mammal
populations throughout the world (e.g., Norton-
Griffiths, 1978; Pople and Grigg, 1998). The
primary advantage is that aerial counts are far more
cost effective to cover the large distances required
to adequately sample areas as large as the eastern
steppe. Aerial surveys can also sample the
landscape either randomly or systematically,
thereby avoiding any bias due to sampling location.

There is greater potential for bias in ground counts,
where surveys are restricted to roads or traversable
ground (Caughley & Sinclair, 1994). Aerial counts
are far more cost effective to cover the large
distances required to adequately sample areas as
large as the eastern steppe. A further advantage is
the ability to count large numbers of animals from
overhead (aerial survey), either in strip transects
or using photography, rather than from the side
(ground survey) where observer saturation and
inability to estimate distance is common, which
may result in severe bias. Aerial counts also suffer
less from the problem of evasive movement
(Clancey et al., 1997).

Aerial counts nevertheless require correction
for animals missed. A number of methods can
potentially correct for this bias including double
counting and line transect sampling (Pollock &
Kendall, 1987; Buckland et al., 1993). For large
herds, aerial photography also can be used.
Required survey precision (width of confidence
interval) can be determined from the desired change
in population size to be detected. It can also be
determined from the relationship between risk of
overharvest and survey precision. An appropriate
survey frequency can be similarly determined.
Selection of the appropriate survey frequency and
precision will be constrained by survey cost.
Mongolian gazelles are likely to be highly clumped
and so sampling strategies such as stratification
and adaptive sampling (Thompson, 1992; Khaemba
& Stein, 2002) can greatly improve precision and
therefore survey efficiency.

There is also a need for research to identify the
number of discrete populations of gazelles in
Mongolia. There are a number of relatively small
groups of gazelle in the western half of Mongolia,
and it is possible that some of these groups may
have become isolated as increasing development
create barriers to movement (Lhagvasuren et al.,
2001). The gazelles in the eastern part of the country
may include groupings that are more discrete than
previously recognized. If there are indeed multiple
populations of gazelles, these populations should
then be treated as separate entities from a
management perspective; for example, harvest
models and thus quotas should be adjusted to better
fit the status and trends of each of these groups
separately. It may well be that a harvest figure of
60,000 (6%) of total population may be
unrealistically high if regional groups need to be
managed as separate populations.
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There is also a critical need to involve other
countries in monitoring efforts. Although Mongolia
contains between 92-96% of the global population
share of Mongolian gazelles (Llhagvasuren et al.,
2001), Russia and China may play an important
role in gazelle management as they both contain
small and apparently dwindling populations of
Mongolian gazelles (Lushchekina, 1999; Wang et
al., 1997). Transboundary monitoring will be
important to help to understand movement across
national boundaries, trends and threats in these
herds, and possible cooperative international
conservation needs.

Population surveys are not the only monitoring
effort available or recommended. Another
important aspect of data gathering should be to
collect data from herders about their ‘household’
use. This is necessary to develop ways to ensure
adequate allocation of the subsistence quota and
to determine the total size of the commercial harvest
quota. It was also recommended that local people
become maximally involved in gazelle harvesting
when it is introduced. People from the local soums
should be involved in any commercial harvest
scheme that is developed in the future; this will
lead to local communities becoming more involved
in conservation. Finally, there is a need to monitor
enforcement officer compliance to maintain high
enforcement standards.

Enforcement

There is an urgent need to enforce existing laws
and to work towards new regulations. There can
be no commercial harvest until new regulations are
developed and the new regulations, as well as
existing ones, are properly and thoroughly
implemented. Because of the enormous areas under
consideration, enforcement should be targeted at
point of sale and processing for illegal product and
in the market place and along transport routes,
combined with seasonal concentrated efforts on
poaching areas.

There are a number of financial and material
resources which could be raised to boost
enforcement: a significant royalty from commercial
permits; household permits at cost; special trophy
fees; rewards or incentives for reporting; and
seizure of illegal product, including seizure of
equipment and vehicles used in illegal trade and
poaching. Financial rewards and incentives for
reporting illegal activities should be paid
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immediately and not delayed. The reward may best
be directed to the community or organization that
the reporting individual was a part of, rather than
to the individuals themselves, to provide reliable
results and hence share the benefits collectively to
create a community based anti-poaching
philosophy. Peer pressure is an important
sociological means of deterring illegal activities
in small communities. Penalties for breaches of the
law may require a series of escalating penalties for
repeat offences to more effectively curb illegal
activities.

There may be a need for initial, one-time aid
funding to get a successful enforcement upgrade
started. Once this initial effort is underway,
alternative funding sources as described above can
be a major potential means of upgrading
enforcement resources — a 20% local return is
reasonable. However, funds raised by such
activities need to be transparently returned to the
gazelle management program; it appears that very
little is returned at present.

It will be an important requirement for
enforcement success that government agencies
work together to achieve effective gazelle
management and enforcement. The departments
critical to this effort are: Ministry of Nature and
Environment, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Food
and Agriculture, and the new State Specialized
Inspection Agency under the Prime Minister’s
office. Military cooperation was also seen as
important due to use of gazelles as a meat source
by border personnel. Military cooperation is
especially valuable given the importance of military
border posts and crossing stations as sites for
targeted enforcement efforts. However, physical
use of troops to contain poaching on the steppe is
not recommended.

There will be a need to identify household
permits by using the existing tags now in place. If
commercial hunting is introduced, then commercial
product, carcass, hides, and packaged meat will
require additional separate identification. The
Australian kangaroo harvest model, presented at
the 2003 workshop, is an excellent and proven
model for use of tags as a commercial harvest
enforcement method (Pople & Grigg, 1998; NSW
NPWS, 2001).

Other Recommendations

If and when illegal offtake has been controlled
and a scientifically rigorous monitoring system is
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in place that suggests that the gazelle population is
stable or increasing, it may be determined that
harvesting of Mongolian gazelles can once again
be approved, providing an economic opportunity
to the country. However, there are steps that should
be taken before such a harvest occurs, even if
enforcement and monitoring has been successful.

Harvest quotas should be set by the central
government only, informed by the results of
scientifically acceptable, replicable monitoring.
This implies the need for a mechanism to be
developed to determine how the total, national
quota is distributed among the aimags, and into
subsistence and commercial components. There is
currently a need to review the whole process by
which subsistence quotas are set and allocated.
Whatever method is developed must be transparent,
easily explicable and fair.

There will be a need to establish unit/s to be in
charge of harvesting at the local level, including
for training in best practice field slaughter. Herders
will likely be the commercial hunters of the future,
so training and improvement in household slaughter
will be good preparation for the time when a
commercial harvest is introduced. Therefore there
is a need to develop and implement a ‘Code of
Practice’ to ensure humane slaughter. A commercial
tag system will need to be developed, preferably
one similar to that used in Australia for kangaroo
harvesting. Finally, a regulated processing facility
that uses international best practice in meat
handling and safety must be in place before any
commercial venture is allowed.

In summary, we strongly recommend that a

scientifically accurate, replicable survey be

designed and implemented for monitoring

Mongolian gazelle populations, and that
enforcement laws and policies be reviewed,
amended as needed, and adequately funded and
implemented. Until such a monitoring system is in
place, no accurate estimates of numbers or
population trends can be derived and, until
enforcement is adequately implemented, gazelle
populations will continue to decline due to illegal
overharvesting. Until overharvesting is controlled
and safe harvest quotas can be set with confidence
from knowledge about populations derived from
regular monitoring, any harvesting of Mongolian
gazelles cannot be recommended as it is unlikely

to be sustainable.
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Xypaanryii

Ilaraan 333puiiH arHajaT, MEHEKMEHT CIIBT
oo yncelH cemunap 2003 onsr 10-p capg Monron
VIICBIH Y1aanO6aaTap XOTHOO 00yu100. Y HIABIPUNH
30puyJjITaap laraaHt 333pUUT arHaxXbIl OMPBIH YE/
30BIIOOPOXTYH Oalx ECTOW TICIH HITACIH
30BUIMIILIOJN XYPCIH Hb 9HIXYY CEMUHAPHITH T'OJI YD
IIYH Oaitmaa. [{23px mmiABIp rapcaH majaTraad Hb
XyJITAWH arHajT 3PUYUMTINA XMWUIIIXK LlaraaH
323PUITH TOO TOJNTOUT COPTOOp HOIOOIK balraaTaid
xonbooToi oM. Ilaraan 333puilH 0J0OTHIH
TIOTTYJISIIIUITH X3MYK33 Hb HAT casi OpUUM 0eree 1 Too
TONTON HB Oaracx OalfHA T3CIH TOOIOO TapCaH.
[Monynauuitn 3arBapyypaac xapaxajn XU
MMOMYJISIUAH 6%-mir YUILABIPI3IUINH
30puyJialiTaap arHaBal MOMYISIM TOTTBOPTOM
Oaiik yajHa I3cIH TOOL00 rapnar. I'asu xui Oyp
nonysiiiiie 10%-niir xyynp Oycaap arsax OaliHa
r3COH TOOIOO rapcaH OaiHa. YWIIBIpUIH
30puyJajgTaap arHajaT XUHriaaryi Oaiixaj naraan
393puilH momnynsnu Oaracaajn Oaliraaruii
LaJITraad 3H3 TOOL0OT00p Tallidapiaraax oaina.
XynraH aHTall TAMIBX XYYJIb TOTTOOMX
XaHTraJTTail 0aliraa 4 XepeHre MeHre, 0arax
TeXHUKMHH JyTarmiaac 00J00a 3Ar39p Xyylb
TOTTOOMX TYWJIUUH MYy X3P3IKIT. bun xynraiin
arHajT XsHaJITTal OONTON YHJIABIPIIIUIH
30pHyJIaJITaap arHajaT XMUXUHT 3COPTyHIaK Oaliraa
Oaiip cyypua WISpXUHIK OaiiHa. MeH TYYHWISH
HaraaH 339pUiH NONYNSUMHUr cyajax ynaaH
XyrauaaHbl MOHUTOPUHI CUCTEMHUIT Oairyyican
Oereej LaraaH 333pUHH MOMYJISLUU TOTTBOPTOH
00k ecex OallHa I'’ATMHUI yqaaH XyralaaHsl
JaBTaH  cyjajraaraap OaTiaax  XypTai
YHIABIPIAIMIH 30pUYyIITTAll arHAITHIT XUUXTYI
0alix Hb YyXall.





