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Amur Green Belt – the network of protected areas in the Amur River Basin 

 

The Amur/Heilong River is one of the largest remaining free-flowing rivers in the world and 

provides unique habitats for over 130 freshwater fish species, including seven species of migratory 

salmon and Kaluga – largest sturgeon of the world. Amur/Heilong River basin is located at the boundary 

of northern boreal and southern subtropical biomes, therefore has tremendous diversity of wetland and 

forest habitats.  The continuous green belt of floodplains of the Amur/Heilong and its tributaries also 

serves as an important link in the chain of stopover and nesting sites for millions of migratory birds of 

three major transcontinental flyways.  As much as 95 percent of the world’s nesting population of 

Oriental storks is found here, along with 65 percent of Red-crowned crane and 50 percent of White-naped 

crane populations. Amur/Heilong Basin, containing some of the best preserved temperate forest 

ecosystems, supporting survival of Amur tiger and Far Eastern leopard, wild ginseng and other rare 

animals and plants.  

The Amur River Basin comprises nearly 2.13 million square kilometers on the territory of Russia, 

China and Mongolia and consists of 15 ecoregions, 3 of which considered valuable on the global scale. In 

the basin there are 7 freshwater ecoregions (for example, the basin of the Yangtze River has only 2), and 

it is considered to be important due to its freshwater biodiversity.  

One of most fascinating features of the Amur/Heilong Basin is the several thousand kilometer 

border between China and Russia with its sharp contrasts in population density, land-use patterns and 

cultures. Historically this land along the border has been for centuries disputed by neighbors, which 

together with its remoteness from major population centers of Russia and China contributed to 

preservation of its natural values. Because the borderland along the Ussuri/Wusuli, Amur/Heilong, and 

Argun Rivers has been protected heavily by Soviet frontier guards, and limited access was allowed into 5- 

20 kilometer-wide “border zone”, a waste belt of relatively intact ecosystems has survived on Russian 

side. On China side the policies where somewhat different and much more liberal, population pressure 

much more acute, but border areas in general still contain much larger tracks of wilderness than other 

localities in the Amur/Heilong River basin. Besides precious wetlands - nesting grounds for charismatic 

birds, there are important forest areas such as Wandashan and Strelnikov ridges are last natural corridors 

allowing wild tigers migrate between countries. Magnificent Lesser Khingan Ridge forms Khingan 

Straights, where Amur/Heilong rushes through spectacular narrow gorge still provides essential migration 

corridor between forests of Manchuria and northern forests, as it has done it for millennia. Border rivers 

still have spawning habitat for sturgeons and salmons. The upper, western part of the basin includes 

tremendous expanse of the boreal forests in Greater Xing’an and Amur-Zeya plateau and unique wetland-

steppe landscapes of Dauria.  

Conversion of wetlands for agriculture, combined with large-scale logging, forest fires, 

overfishing, poaching, pollution, construction of dams for hydroelectric power on tributaries of the 

Amur/Heilong, and other pressures threaten rare species, habitats, and ecosystem processes. Major 

distinctive feature of human influence is that it comes from two drastically different civilizations, both, 

Russian and Chinese, represented in the basin by relatively recent settlers. Different development 

strategies and resource extraction methods are largely environmentally unsustainable on both sides, and 

lead to rapid deterioration of ecosystem values. At many locations (like Fuyuan-Khabarovsk, Khingan 

Straights, etc.) ecosystems are also threatened by international development projects along rivers. The 

same holds true for Mongolia. In the field of trade and resource extraction transboundary demands are 

vivid, influential and lead to development of straight effective links across the border, while in other 

aspects of transboundary relationships, particularly in nature conservation, possible common objectives 

are rather ambiguous, poorly defined, and so far have not lead to effective joint conservation actions. In 

neighboring countries of the basin, local governments, researchers and NGOs alike have very limited 

transboundary communication and little knowledge of each other’s situation, biodiversity related 

problems, policies and achievements. And this seriously impedes any joint conservation activities. 

Strategic Assessment conducted within Ecoregional Conservation Action Plan for Russian Far 

East Ecoregional Complex (ECAPRFE-2003) has shown that in the beginning of this century the 

Amur/Heilong basin face point of bifurcation in development strategies. River ecosystem processes are 

still largely unaltered, but depletion of biological resources, agricultural development and pollution 

already create basin-wide problems and generate strong incentive for basin-wide river management 

regime. Most likely development scenario envisions further integration between Russian Far East, North 

East China and Eastern Mongolia, and that calls for development of comprehensive environmental 

standards within common nature resource management framework. In Amur/Heilong river basin the 

protection of biodiversity rich forest and wetland areas is a corner-stone and the most urgent task to be 
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included in this common agenda. WWF network, possessing substantial expertise in this field and having 

capable offices in every country of the basin has unique opportunity to initiate formation of this 

transboundary ecosystem conservation regime. 

 
   

Using ecoregional approach, WWF in 2005 elaborated the Amur Green Belt program - 

development and implementation of comprehensive ecological network scheme in priority wetland and 

forest habitats throughout the basin, with special emphasis on ecosystems adjacent to the international 

borders. The scheme covers sufficiently wide range of issues from preserving valuable wetland corridor 

and sustaining migration routes, to management of high conservation value forests, and from protecting 

populations of large mammals to securing of natural spawning sites of rare fish species, etc. This scheme 

is based on refined understanding of interrelations between biodiversity conservation and all other aspects 

of ecosystem management approach. The WWF program Amur Green Belt tries to create and maintain 

the interdependent network of protected areas (PA) which should cover at least 15% of all types of 

ecosystems and especially comprise areas that are critical for conservation of some species. The quantity 

and the area of PA have been doubled in last decade in Amur River Basin, comprising 11,7% of its total 

area. Nearly 7.2 million ha of PA were organized with the help of WWF Russia, including 2 nature 

reserve and 6 national parks.  

It is hard to create a sufficient fixed network of PA, because animals and birds are constantly 

moving across the large areas due to cyclic climate fluctuation. But due to long-term efforts, the network 

of PA covers about 30% of nesting habitats of Oriental stork, 50% of White-naped crane and 70% of red-

crowned crane. The Amur tiger habitats are protected on 24% of its range in Russia and 50% in China, 

while 70% of Far Eastern leopard range covers in both countries. 

 

Protected areas of the Amur ecoregion 

 National Provincial and local Total 

Quantity 
Area, 

1000 ha 
% Quantity 

Area, 

1000. ha 
% Quantity 

Area, 

1000 ha 
% 

China 67 4941 5.5 260 9322 10.3 327 14263 15.8 

Mongolia 5 1644 8.7 4 812 4.3 9 2456 13.0 

Russia 33 7305 5.7 626 7605 6.0 659 14910 11.7 

Total Amur 

Basin 

105 13890 5.6 890 17739 7.2 995 31629 12.8 
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Protected areas of the Amur ecoregion 

 

One territory has a status World Heritage, 11 are UNESCO Biosphere Reserves, 20 are in 

the list of the most important wetlands (Ramsar sites). On the basis of some intergovernmental 

agreements between Russia, China and Mongolia it is possible to coordinate the work of 

international reserve “Daursky” and Russian-Chinese transboundary reserve “Khanka Lake”. All 

the documents to create Russian-Mongolian reserve “Source of Amur” and Russian-Chinese 

reserve “Land of Leopard” are almost ready. Besides, WWF suggested to create transboundary 

on the Greater Khingan Range; Khingan Gorge; along Usuri River. 

 

International nominations for PAs and valuable natural territories in the Amur River basin 

Country Wetlands of 

International 

Importance 

(Ramsar) 

UNESCO 

Biosphere 

Reserves 

World 

Heritage 

UNESCO 

Important Bird 

Areas 

China 11 5 0 60 

Mongolia 3 2 0 7 

Russia 6 4 1 14 

Total Amur River 

Basin 

20 11 1 81 

Russia, China and Mongolia joined their efforts to create transboundary ecological 

network of PA, called “Amur Green Belt” by WWF in 2005. Its concept includes the 

development of the vast network of protected wetland and forest ecosystems with particular 

focus on bordering ecosystems. Amur Green Belt has numerous goals: preserving valuable 

“green corridors” of floodplain wetlands; supporting the migration routes of various species; 

forest management; conservation of big mammal species; preserving spawning places of rare 

fish. The scheme is based on the understanding of the interdependence between biodiversity 

conservation and ecosystems management and preserving key ecosystem services. The project is 
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developed on the foundation of the Action Plan for Conservation of Biodiversity of the Russian 

Far East Ecoregion supported by the leading NGOs. 

The concept of the “Amur Green Belt” was also discussed during the international 

meetings in Beijing, Moscow, Switzerland and was supported by the WWF Russia, WWF China 

and WWF Mongolia. In 2011, the Sino-Russian Strategy for development of bordering PA in 

Amur River Basin was approved by governments. 

In the framework of implementing Sino-Russian Strategy, 16 protected areas of China 

and 12 PAs of Russia plan to sign a joint cooperation agreement. The cooperation includes joint 

monitoring of rare species: Amur tiger, Amur leopard, Oriental stork, black stork, white-naped 

crane and red-crowned crane; organization of thematic workshops to exchange experience, as for 

instance, on monitoring and census of Amur tiger and leopard; training workshops for PAs 

specialists and organization of joint expeditions on monitoring of rare wildlife species in Russia 

and China; data exchange on rare species population status; organization of joint public 

campaigns to raise awareness about bordering protected areas and their activities on nature 

conservation. 

 
Amur border network of protected areas 

 

Name Area (ha) Targets Type of habitat Province Level 

China 

Sangjiang NR 198089 Oriental white stork Inland Wetland Heilongjiang National 

Bachadao NR 32014 
Freshwater 

ecosystem 
Inland Wetland Heilongjiang National 

Taipinggou NR 22199 Bears Forest ecosystem Heilongjiang National 

Naolihe NR 160595,4 Wetland Inland Wetland Heilongjiang National 

Zhenbaodao NR 44364 River,  island forest Inland Wetland Heilongjiang National 

Xingkaihu NR 222488 
oriental white stork; 

red-crowned crane 
Inland Wetland Heilongjiang National 

Fenghuangshan NR 26570 
Wild animals and 

plants 
Forest ecosystem Heilongjiang National 
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Niaoqingshan NR 18002 Amur tiger, leopards Forest ecosystem Heilongjiang Provincial 

Panguhe NR 40783 Wetland Inland Wetland Heilongjiang Provincial 

Pingyanghe wetland 

NR 
45988 Anatidae Inland Wetland Heilongjiang Provincial 

Suibin two rivers 

wetland NR 
56962 Anatidae Inland Wetland Heilongjiang Provincial 

Ganchazi NR 26615 Wetland Inland Wetland Heilongjiang Provincial 

Heixiazi NR 12417 Wetland Inland Wetland Heilongjiang Provincial 

Dajiahe NR 71932 
Amur tiger, red-

crowned crane 
Inland Wetland Heilongjiang Provincial 

Russia 

Verkhne-Аmurskiy 50700 Hoofed mammals Boreal forest 
Amurskaya 

Province 

Provincial 

Wildlife Refuge 

Tolbuzinsky 80100 Hoofed mammals Boreal forest 
Amurskaya 

Province 

Provincial 

Wildlife Refuge 

Simonovsky 77800 Hoofed mammals Boreal forest 
Amurskaya 

Province 

Provincial 

Wildlife Refuge 

Muravevsky 34000 
Oriental white stork, 

Сranes, Waterfowl 
Freshwater 

Amurskaya 

Province 

Provincial 

Wildlife Refuge 

Amursky 36800 
Oriental white stork, 

Сranes, Waterfowl 
Freshwater 

Amurskaya 

Province 

Provincial 

Wildlife Refuge 

with buffer zone 

Ganukan 64000 
Oriental white stork, 

Сranes, Waterfowl 
Freshwater 

Amurskaya 

Province 

Provincial 

Wildlife Refuge 

Khingansky 124098 

Oriental stork, 

Сranes, Hoofed 

mammals, Amur 

tiger 

Freshwater, 

temperate forest 

Amurskaya 

Province 

Nature Reserve 

with buffer zone 

Bastak 35323 
Oriental white stork, 

Сranes, Waterfowl 
Freshwater 

Evreyskaya 

Province 

Nature Reserve 

(claster) 

Bolshekhekhtsirsky 56139 
Amur tiger, Hoofed 

mammals 
Temperate forest 

Khabarovski

y Province 

Nature Reserve 

with buffer zone 

Khekhtsirsky 56000 
Amur tiger, Hoofed 

mammals 
Temperate forest 

Khabarovski

y Province 

Federal Wildlife 

Refuge 

Khankaisky 113032 
Сranes, waterfowl,  

Leather turtle 
Freshwater 

Primorskiy 

Province 

Nature Reserve 

with buffer zone 

Sredneussuriysky 72700 
Amur tiger; Oriental 

white stork 

Temperate forest; 

Freshwater 

Primorskiy 

Province 

Provincial 

Wildlife Refuge 

 

To enlarge the network of existing protected areas, Russia plans to establish 3 more PAs along 

the border: 

1. Khingan gorge in Evreiskaya Province (planned national park in the Pompeevka River 

basin); 

2. Border mountain range in Primorsky Province (planned Komissarovsky Wildlife 

Refuge); 

3. Middle reaches of the Argun River in Zabaikalsky Province (planned Sredneargunsky 

Wildlife Refuge). 
 


