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Abstract: A unique subspecies o f w i l d reindeer (Rangifer tarandus phylarchus Hollister) that is endemic to the Kamchatka 
Peninsula has been declining i n number since the 1950s due to commercial hunting, increasing industrial development 
and competit ion w i th domestic reindeer. The largest remaining herd o f w i l d reindeer occurs in the Kronotsky Reserve 
i n northeastern Kamchatka, and the reserve is n o w critical to the preservation o f this subspecies o f reindeer. 
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Introduction 
T h e K a m c h a t k a P e n i n s u l a o f the R u s s i a n Far East is 
i n h a b i t e d b y a subspecies o f w i l d re indeer (Rangifer 
tarandus phylarchus Ho l l i s t e r ) w h i c h is u n i q u e to the 
area. These animals are the largest subspecies o f 
Rangifer, and are adapted to l o c a l c l ima t i c c o n d i t i 
ons. T h e area is d o m i n a t e d b y vo lcanoes , and s u m 
m e r pastures are mo i s t a n d h i g h l y p r o d u c t i v e . S n o w 
is often v e r y deep i n w i n t e r a n d l ingers late i n t o 
s u m m e r . T h e w i l d re indeer p o p u l a t i o n o f the p e n 
insu la has b e e n d e c l i n i n g since the 1950s, and b i o 
logists are c o n c e r n e d about its c o n t i n u e d w e l l -
b e i n g . 

Population size 
D u r i n g the 1960s there w e r e an est imated 12 ,000 
w i l d r e indeer o n the pen insu la a n d the ranges o f 
i n d i v i d u a l herds o v e r l a p p e d ( V e r s h i n i n , 1972; 
V e r s h i n i n et al., 1975) . B y 1970 the p o p u l a t i o n h a d 
d e c l i n e d cons iderab ly , a n d o c c u r r e d p r i m a r i l y i n 3 
n o n - o v e r l a p p i n g herds (F ig . 1). R a n g e size c o n t i n 
u e d to b e c o m e m o r e restr ic ted u n t i l 1980, bu t has 
no t changed apprec iab ly since t hen (F ig . 1). T h e 
total p o p u l a t i o n d e c l i n e d t h r o u g h 1990 a n d has 
n o w s tabi l ized as the Eas te rn h e r d increases a n d the 
o the r 2 herds c o n t i n u e to dec l ine (Table 1). 

P r i o r to the m i d - 1 9 7 0 s , the S o u t h e r n h e r d p r o 
spered, a n d c o n t a i n e d about 3 ,000 re indeer ( P h i l i , 
1973) . D u r i n g the early 1970s the h e r d was r e d u c e d 
b y heavy c o m m e r c i a l h u n t i n g . I n 1985 c o m m e r c i a l 
h u n t i n g was p r o h i b i t e d , bu t e x p l o r a t i o n , h i g h w a y 
c o n s t r u c t i o n , and c o n s t r u c t i o n o f g e o t h e r m a l stati
ons for e lec t r ic i ty p r o d u c t i o n began and made the 
w i n t e r ranges o f the h e r d m o r e accessible. T h e h e r d 

c o n t i n u e d to dec l ine , a n d is i n danger o f b e i n g e l i 
m i n a t e d . 

U n t i l 1980, the range o f the N o r t h e a s t e r n h e r d 
was largely unaffected b y h u m a n ac t iv i ty , bu t the 
w i n t e r ranges o f the h e r d w e r e also used for r e i n d e 
er husbandry . A p o p u l a t i o n dec l ine began d u r i n g 
the 1970s, a n d has c o n t i n u e d to the present, al t
h o u g h the rate o f dec l ine has s l o w e d . 

T h e Eas te rn h e r d is the healthiest o f the 3 herds 
i n K a m c h a t k a because al l o f its s u m m e r range a n d 
some o f its w i n t e r range is i n the K r o n o t s k y 
R e s e r v e , w h i c h is c losed to h u n t i n g and the g raz ing 
o f domes t i c re indeer . H o w e v e r , par t icu la r ly w h e n 
s n o w is deep, the Eas te rn h e r d m o v e s ou t o f the 
reserve o n t o adjacent ranges w h e r e domes t i c r e i n 
deer h e r d i n g occurs . H e r d e r s are in to le ran t o f the 
w i l d re indeer because they c o m p e t e for w i n t e r 
range w i t h domes t i c r e indeer a n d the i r animals m a y 
be l e d away b y the w i l d ones. 

Table 1. Number of wi ld reindeer in Kamchatka, 1975¬

1992. 

N u m b er of animals' 

Herd 1975 1980 1983 1985. 1987 1990 1992 

Southern 3,300 1,450 800 550 300 220 150 

Eastern 2,000 880 1,000 1,360 1,700 1,900 2,500 

Nor th  3,000 2,100 1,700 1,150 900 650 450 

eastern 

Total 8,300 4,430 3,500 3,060 2,900 2,770 3,100 

1 Estimated through aerial surveys. 
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Fig . 1. Distr ibution o f Kamchatka w i l d reindeer i n 1970 and 1980. 

Population conservation 
T h e K r o n o t s k y R e s e r v e plays a c r i t i ca l ro le i n the 
conse rva t ion o f this subspecies o f w i l d re indeer . 
H o w e v e r , e v e n the re la t ive ly large reserve does no t 
c o n t a i n sufficient w i n t e r range a n d coopera t ive 
agreements, m o n i t o r i n g o f h e r d m o v e m e n t s a n d 
increased c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h adjacent re indeer 
herders is necessary. 
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