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Abstract

Nowadays at least 140 Red Data books or lists are used in Russia. They reflect 
threatened species of various subdivisions of Russia in addition to all-Russian Red 
Data book. None of them uses criteria for the species assessment of the modern 
version of the IUCN list. Non-threatened species had not been included in the Rus-
sian red books. Most of species listed in the all-Russian Red Data book (77 %) has 
not yet been assessed for the IUCN red list. These particularities indicate on the 
necessity of gap-analysis in the planning of the following work on the IUCN red list 
keeping. It should focus first of all on revealing of the most urgent objectives, but not 
on the simple increase of species assessments. Now more than a half of species 
of “Тhe IUCN red list of threatened species” are not threatened ones, that is why its 
title does not reflect its contents.
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Introduction

“Тhe IUCN Red list of threatened species” was created as an instrument for the 
work on nature conservation, and it is meant for the coordination of conservative 
activities on a global scale. It contains a system of categories for species assess-
ment, and recommendations for its application on a regional scale. Effectiveness 
of the red list was questioned, sometimes. It was criticized for not enough sub-
stantiated assessments and for unofficial recommendations, which still influence 
the management of biological resources. That is why its credibility was considered 
as “endangered” (Mrosovsky, 1997). However since the IUCN list contributes to 
nature conservation, it is still usually considered as an effective tool (Possingham 
et al., 2002; Rodrigues et al., 2006; Editorial, 2008; Vié et al., 2008). 

Our study focuses on the analysis of the IUCN red list application on a re-
gional scale. Red Data books of Russia seem to be interesting in this context, 
because they are manifold and reflect a condition of a large territory. On the one 
hand, they give the possibility to estimate the IUCN red list impact; on the other 
hand, they indicate on ideas, which could be promising internationally, for work 
on the red lists’ keeping.

Materials and methods

Red Data books of Russia, and of the republics of the Soviet Union, have been com-
posed since 1978 under the influence of the IUCN. In the 1990s after the break-
down of the USSR and new political system formation Red Data books appeared 
anew. Nowadays Russia consists of 85 “federal subjects”. Every subject conducted 
some work on the Red Data books. Meanwhile there is a Red Data book for all 
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Russia and some additional ones, which were devoted 
to some territories or some objects. Red Data books of 
Russia have a legislative base: special laws on them were 
adopted. Any activity causing reducing in number or 
worsening the habitats of species listed in the red books 
is not allowed (“on protection of environment” Law of 
the Russian Federation, 10.01.2002 N 7-fz).

Studying documents and official web-sites of the 
federal subjects of Russia, we collected information on 
the local Red Data books. We found out, how many 
books exist now, and what methodology was used 
therein. Afterwards we compared these methodologies 
with the principles of the IUCN red list, analyzing their 
substantiation. All-Russian Red Data book was also ana-
lyzed. We estimated how the species of the this book have 
been assessed on a world-wide scale, and how the IUCN 
recent recommendations (IUCN, 2001, 2003) have been 
used in Russia. 

We have found out that almost all federal subjects 
within Russia have got Red Data books recently, or at 
least the lists of species, which have to be included into 
them. Most of the books have been published in the 
2000’s. We have not found the books of only four mem-
bers. Usually there are no special web-sites devoted to 
regional red book-keeping, but the lists of species are 
indicated in the documents of administrations, and the 
web-site for all-Russia book-keeping exists (www.sevin.
ru/redbooksevin). In some regions the books have been 
re-edited twice. It is considered, that the lists have to 
be re-composed once every 10  years. Total number of 
books and lists studied was 140.

Results

The books are not uniform in respect to the systems of 
assessment categories. Early versions of the IUCN sys-
tem, or similar schemes, turned out to be most widely 
accepted (books of 55 members of the Federation). This 
kind of assessment was supported by the resolution of 
the Russian Ministry for natural resources in the 1990s. It 
indicates the following categories: 0 — probably extinct, 
1 — under the threat of extinction, 2 — decreasing in 
number, 3 — rare, 4 — uncertain (probably belonging to 
above, but mentioned categories do not completely con-
form to them), 5 — restoring. Four books either do not 
contain any divisions on categories of threatened spe-
cies, or are in the process of formation. The other books 
contain their own system of categories. For example, the 
book of Tomskaya oblast contains an additional catego-
ry “nature monument”, the book of Omskaya oblast con-
tains a category “commercially threatened”. The books 
of Karelia, Saint Petersburg, and Leningradskaya oblast 
contain the terms of the last version of the IUCN list, but 
the other meaning was ascribed to them. A term “least 
concern” turned out especially confusing. It is used in 

the IUCN list for the widespread and abundant taxa, but 
in these books it was used for that species, which inspire 
some trouble, i.e. for the threatened ones, although not 
so threatened than others. 

None of federal subjects used IUCN recent recom-
mendations on the application of its principles on re-
gional scale. The same concerns all-Russian Red Data 
book. Quantitative assessments of the IUCN categories 
have not been used as well, and producing them is hardly 
possible because of lack of data. Most of the species have 
been evaluated just based on the opinion of specialists.

An objective to assess all species was not put during 
the work on all-Russian Red Data books. Only rare and 
threatened species are listed there, or at least the species 
which seem to be rare. In some cases the additional lists 
or additional categories have been introduced for the last 
ones. These additional lists differ from IUCN category 
“data deficient” (DD), because this means not only the 
data is deficient, but inspiring some trouble. Most of the 
bats represent a typical example for such cases: in some 
Russian territories they remain not investigated at all 
(for example, in Novgorodskaya oblast (Popov, 2012)), 
but it is widely known that they are often threatened by 
the lack of shelters, habitat loss, and sometimes by direct 
extermination.

We counted 872 species on the official web-page of 
the Russian Red Data book. Only 122 species of them 
are considered as threatened or near threatened species 
in the IUCN list. The others are either not evaluated 
(623) or considered as “least concern” (127). The oppo-
site cases were also found, but they are not numerous: 
endangered freshwater bivalve Unio crassus, near threat-
ened waders Limosa limosa and Numenius arquata, vul-
nerable noble crayfish, Astacus astacus, near threatened 
bat Myotis dasycneme are not included into all-Russian 
Red Data book. The information on them is still insuf-
ficient, the corresponding conservation studies only 
started recently (Kovalyov, Popov, 2011; Popov, 2015; 
Popov, Starikov, 2015). In some Russian territories they 
really turned out to be common, but we believe that they 
are still threatened. These cases indicate on weak links 
between regional and international databases.

Тhe Russian Red Data book and followed local ones 
try to balance information on a whole biodiversity  — 
that is why a majority of phylums and classes are rep-
resented there. This represents a contrast to the IUCN 
red list, because it does not contain some phylums at all 
(for example, Brachiopods and Bryozoans). That is why 
a majority of Russian rare species “have not yet been as-
sessed for the IUCN Red List”.

Red Data books contain some populations, or sub-
species, in addition to the species. This seems reasonable 
in some cases. For example, European salmonid fishes 
are not rare in the Russian north, but their southern 
populations are evidently endangered, and they are in-
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cluded in the Russian Red Data book. Meanwhile some 
southern populations, or subspecies of these fishes, dif-
fer from northern ones significantly, i.e. they are unique, 
representing an interest on a global scale (Caspian salm-
on, Salmo trutta caspis, lacustrine Atlantic salmon, At-
lantic salmon m. sebago).

Looking for the Red Data books we have found 
some accompanying ones: “a blue book” for endangered 
aquatic habitats, “green book” for rare plant communi-
ties (Samara), Red Data book of soils (Leningradskya 
oblast, Belgorodskaya oblast, Volgogradskaya oblast), 
Red Data book on protected areas (Leningradskaya 
oblast, Altaiskiy kray). However this is not a common 
practice.

Discussion

A positive role of the IUCN list is evident, because it 
stimulated creation of regional Red Data books and 
promoted the conservative activities. However the last 
IUCN version of the species assessment decreased its 
effectiveness. Nowadays the title “The IUCN red list of 
threatened species” does not reflect its content because 
not only threatened species are listed there, but non-
threatened and “near threatened” ones as well. This prin-
ciple does not become acceptable. Specialists and other 
citizens already realized that fact, that there is a Russian 
Red Data book with the list of rare species, which have 
to be protected. Mass media popularized this for a long 
time, and several laws about them have been adopted. 
Meanwhile it is evident, that it is impossible to assess 
all species in the near future. Probably in some federa-
tive subjects having a small territory such an assessment 
will be possible, but now even the smallest territories are 
not enough explored. For example, only recently an en-
dangered bivalve species freshwater pearl mussel, Mar-
garitifera margaritifera, was found within the adminis-
trative borderline of Saint Petersburg (Popov, Ostrovsky, 
2014). Similar discoveries or rediscoveries indicate nu-
merous gaps in the information for the big territories. 

A category “least concern” turned out to be not 
only unnecessary, but confusing. Since it is indicated in 
the “List of threatened species” many readers decided 
that species of this category still inspire some trouble. 
Confusing interpretations take place very often even in 
the red books. Either “least concern” category is used 
for threatened species, or some “least concern” species 
are considered rare on a global scale, because they are 
indicated in the IUCN red list. Moreover, according to 
the last version of the IUCN red list, “It is important 
to emphasize here that a taxon may require conserva-
tion action even if it is not listed as threatened” (IUCN, 
2001. P. 9). Such a comment results in additional con-
fusion, because “The IUCN Red List’s main purpose 
is to highlight those species that are facing a high risk 

of global extinction” (Vié et al., 2008. P. 1.). Meanwhile 
the number of the “least concern” species is very big in 
the IUCN list. There are 34 943 such species, while total 
list consist of about 76 000 species. Many of these “least 
concern” species could not provoke any trouble before 
assessment (brown rat, Rattus norvegicus, house mouse, 
Mus musculus, red fox, Vulpes vulpes, mountain hare, 
Lepus timidus, etc.). It is not clear why such a huge work 
was spent for the assessment of non-threatened species. 
On the contrary, many species, which at least seem to be 
threatened (like most of the species of the Russian red 
book), are absent there. Such a misbalance tends to in-
crease, because all species need updating. By 2013 17 % 
of the species’ assessments have already been outdated 
(Rondinini et al., 2013).

Quantitative assessments for the IUCN categories 
seem to be not enough effective. This resulted in the fact, 
that many species of the Russian Red Data books are 
considered as “least concern”. Some of them are at the 
margin of their distribution in Russia, and are probably 
really “least concern”. However many species are scarce-
ly distributed over a big area, and a significant share of 
their habitats is located within Russia. Total number of 
their representatives could be relatively big and they 
do not correspond criteria for the threatened or near 
threatened category, but they are evidently threatened 
(for example, big raptors), and there are no exact data for 
their quantitative assessment. We believe that such spe-
cies cannot belong to the “least concern” category. So, a 
part of the least concern species are threatened and need 
conservation measures, the other part is non-threatened 
and does not need special protection. Category “near 
threatened” of the IUCN list also does not highlight the 
situation, because it is hardly possible to decide, whether 
they have to be specially protected or not. In the process 
of recent discussions on the new version of the Red Data 
book for Saint Petersburg, the following viewpoint was 
proposed (Prof. G. Noskov): local administration needs 
to have just the list of species which have to be protected, 
but not a complicated system of species’ assessment cat-
egories (the viewpoint was expressed during the meet-
ing of commission for Saint Petersburg Red Data book 
keeping in 2014). Probably such a “Judgment of Solo-
mon” will be useful on a regional scale when the Red 
Data book is a part of local legislation.

Our data fit the results of other studies on the use of 
the IUCN red list on regional scale. It could be useful for 
the relatively small well-studied countries or for some 
well-known taxa, but the assessment of big territories or 
scarcely studied groups always result in difficulties with 
its use. So, the assessment of biodiversity of Finland (Jus-
lén et al., 2013), birds of Britain (Eaton et al., 2005) or 
Switzerland (Keller et al., 2005), butterflies of Flanders 
(Maes et al., 2012), re-assessment of 163 rare species of 
Asian countries (Millner-Gulland et  al., 2006) did not 
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provoke serious disagreements with IUCN schemes. On 
the contrary, comparison of the IUCN list with US En-
dangered species act (Harris et al., 2013) or with the red 
lists of Brazil, Colombia, China and the Philippines (Bri-
to et al., 2010) revealed numerous mismatches. Analysis 
of not well studied invertebrates showed, that IUCN cri-
teria are not applicable for them (Cardoso et al., 2012). 
Study on fishes also provoked a question on some cor-
rections of IUCN list principles (an additional category 
“nationally threatened” had been proposed) (Helfman, 
2013). We believe that focus only on threatened species 
would overcome most of the contradictions between red 
lists. Nowadays the plan of further IUCN assessments 
does not contain the methodology of choice of the most 
urgent objects. It needs, rather, gap-analysis than in-
crease of assessed species number.

Conclusion 

To sum up, the results of our study conform to both the 
viewpoints cited in the introduction: IUCN still matters, 
but its credibility is really endangered. It works well as a 
slogan аnd database for some species, but its methodo-
logy is not effective enough.
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