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Status of Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax in 
Russia based on assessments in four key 
regions
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ALEXANDROVICH ABUSHIN, VIKTOR NIKOLAYEVICH FEDOSOV & ALEXANDER 

ALEXEYEVICH NEFEDOV

Summary: We review the current distribution and numbers of the Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax in the 
Russian Federation with a focus on (1) Republic of Kalmykia, (2) Saratov and Volgograd oblast’s, 
(3) Orenburg oblast’ and (4) Western Siberia. We describe the regions of Russia in which this species 
currently nests, habitats used in the breeding period and during post-breeding short-distance 
migrations, and its migration routes to and from wintering grounds. We estimate the total number 
of Little Bustards in Russia at 100 000–130 000 individuals, but this figure is approximate, as it is 
based on different methods, involving detailed and comprehensive surveys of entire territories, 
transects with the extrapolation of data to an entire region and expert estimates. In the breeding 
season and during post-breeding short-distance migrations, Little Bustards are unevenly distributed 
across the region. In spring, birds use agricultural land with fallow fields and uncultivated steppe 
with abandoned fields. In autumn, the species predominantly uses agricultural landscapes. The 
main threats to Russian Little Bustard populations are the intensification of agricultural production 
through chemical applications, the reclamation of long-abandoned fields and virgin lands to 
cultivate more oil-producing and winter cereal crops, collisions with overhead powerlines and 
illegal hunting, both in winter and, to a lesser extent, when birds form pre-migration flocks in 
autumn.

INTRODUCTION
The Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax is listed in the Red Data Book of the Russian Federation as a 
Rare (category 3) and Vulnerable species, assigned as national conservation priority III (Oparin 
& Fedosov 2021), a status that raises concern for its future without prescribing intervention 
measures. It usually inhabits steppes and semi-deserts, but can also be found in sandy steppes 
and dry meadows used for grazing livestock. It prefers nesting in flat or slightly undulating 
virgin lands, areas with perennial grasses and fallows at early and late successional stages; 
more rarely it breeds in crop rotation areas, but avoids weedy fallows. Such habitat involves 
somewhat sparse and relatively short vegetation mixed with small open solonetz (compact 
sodium-rich soil of usually low fertility) areas (Oparin & Fedosov 2021).

Until the 1930s, the Little Bustard’s range in Russia covered the entire steppe zone from 
its western limit to the foothills of the Altai, even extending into the forest-steppe zone 
(Spangenberg 1951). Around the middle of the 20th century this continuous range began 
to fragment as a result of agricultural expansion and intensification and soon consisted 
of small isolated segments, with the species disappearing from the Central Black Earth 
region—Voronezh (Vengerov 2005, AYu Sokolov pers comm), Tambov (Sokolov & Lada 2012), 
Penza (hence omitted from Anon. 2005) and Ulyanovsk oblast’s (Artem’eva et al 2015)—and 
the Republic of Tatarstan (Akseev et al 2016) (Figure 1). We outline the contemporary status 
of the Little Bustard across the Russian Federation with reference to four economic regions, 
described below from west to east (see Figure 1). Oblast’ is Russian for province, with krai 
being equal in status but referring to historical border areas. Republics are also of roughly 
equivalent status, with special rights for the titular nationality.

First, in the North Caucasus region, the species currently breeds in Rostov oblast’, 
Stavropol’ krai, the Chechen Republic and Dagestan (Belik 2013, 2014, Malovichko & 
Fedosov 2006, Dzhamirzoev et al 2013, Fedosov & Malovichko 2018, Gizatulin 2020), with a 
small population surviving in the Azov region in the Taman peninsula of Krasnodar krai 
(Lokhman 2017). It is, however, considered extinct as a breeding species in the foothills 
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of the Caucasus range, in the republics of Karachay-Chekessiya, Kabardino-Balkaria and 
Ingushetia (Dzuev 2000, Batkhiev & Tochiev 2007, Karavaev & Khubiev 2013). 

Second, further north-east in the Volga region small numbers breed in the dry steppes 
and semi-deserts of Astrakhan’ oblast’ (Finogenov 2007, Reutskii 2014), with larger 
numbers found in Kalmykia (Muzaev et al 2015). Immediately to the north, along the lower 
Volga, the Little Bustard breeds in Volgograd and Saratov oblast’s, mainly in their trans-
Volga sectors (east of the river) (Chernobai & Bukreev 2017, Oparin et al 2017, Oparina & 
Oparin 2020, Oparin & Oparina 2021). This pattern recurs in the middle course of the river, 
with all breeding birds in Samara oblast’ found in trans-Volga areas (Pavlov et al 2009, 
Kuzovenko & Lebedeva 2018). 

Third, in the Ural region, the species is mostly recorded in Orenburg oblast’ and 
across the Ural mountain range in Chelyabinsk oblast’, where it inhabits steppes adjacent 
to Kazakhstan (Korovin 2001, 2004, 2013, Fedosov et al 2017, Fedosov 2019, Kornev & 
Gavlyuk 2019). In the 21st century, a few widely dispersed displaying males have also been 
recorded in the east of Bashkortostan (Gashek & Chichkova 2014). 

Finally, Western Siberia forms the eastern boundary of the Little Bustard’s range in 
Russia. Kurgan oblast’, although strictly part of the Ural region, is treated here as part of 
this population as it shares many similarities with Siberian populations. Indeed, since 
the late 20th century, Little Bustard populations in Kazakhstan have begun to reoccupy 
steppe areas in the south of Kurgan and Omsk oblast’s, as well as Altai krai (Tarasov 2011, 
Nefedov 2013, Kotlov 2015), and in May 2013 some vagrant birds were recorded in south-
west Tyva Republic (Archimaeva & Zabelin 2015). All the populations described above are 
migratory. 

Figure 1. Map of the Little Bustard’s breeding distribution in Russia. 



 Sandgrouse 47 (2025) 61

Published population estimates
In the 1990s, Little Bustard numbers were low throughout Russia owing to socio-economic 
changes. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, up to half of all agricultural fields 
were left unworked and there was a sharp reduction in livestock grazing. Unlike in drier 
steppes further south, higher rainfall promoted the growth of weedy vegetation that was 
too tall to be suitable as breeding habitat (Oparin et al 2016). However, in the early 2000s 
the species’ population gradually began to rise, reaching a peak in 2010–2017, when the 
largest numbers were recorded in the European part of Russia. Currently, however, the 
population in that part of the country is in decline. 

The account that follows is largely based on data from the Red Books of the 
administrative units mentioned, which were published between 2009 and 2020. In the 
North Caucasus, the core areas are Rostov oblast’ and Stavropol’ krai with 5000–6000 and 
4800–5600 breeding birds respectively (Malovichko & Fedosov 2006, Belik 2014, Fedosov 
& Malovichko 2018). Closer to the Caucasus mountain range, 800–1000 individuals breed 
in Dagestan (Dzhamirzoev et al 2013), about 500 in Chechnya (Gizatulin 2020), and a few 
individuals on the Taman peninsula in Krasnodar krai (Lokhman 2017). 

In the Volga region, a small number nest in Astrakhan’ oblast’ along the Volga–
Akhtuba floodplain all the way down to the Volga delta (Lindeman et al 2005) and around 
numerous shallow seasonal lakes in the steppe along the Volga (Reutskii 2014). Around 
15 000 Little Bustards used to nest in Kalmykia (Muzaev et al 2015), where the current 
breeding population is roughly estimated to be 9000 individuals. Most of these nested 
in the west in the dry grass steppes of the Ergeni hills, where transect surveys showed 
an average density of 192 individuals/100 km² in early April and 125 individuals/100 km² 
in early May (Muzaev et al 2015, Ubushaev et al 2016). The population breeding near the 
lower Volga consists of about 9000–18 000 birds in Saratov oblast’ (Oparin et al 2017; also 
Table 1) and 4400–5000 in Volgograd oblast’ (Chernobai & Bukreev 2017). This number was 
higher, up to 30 000 from the early 2000s to the late 2010s, but since that time the Little 
Bustard has completely disappeared from the right bank of the Volga in Saratov oblast’ 
and adjacent areas in Volgograd oblast’ (Oparin et al 2017, Oparina & Oparin 2020, Oparin 
& Oparina 2021). Only 50–150 birds inhabit Samara oblast’ (Pavlov et al 2009), also east of 
the Volga river. 

In the Ural region, a population of 2000–3000 birds has been estimated in Orenburg 
oblast’ (Kornev & Gavlyuk 2019), although extrapolation of the results of a special survey 
conducted across a portion of the oblast’ in May 2016 to the total, but not yet fully utilised, 
area of potential nesting habitats suggested the possibility of as many as 75 000 (Fedosov et 
al 2017, Fedosov 2019). Some 5000 birds were estimated in Chelyabinsk oblast’ in the early 
2010s (Korovin 2013), but in trans-Ural Bashkortostan only a few individuals have been 
recorded in the breeding season (Gashek & Chichkova 2014).

Finally, some 100–200 birds nest in the steppe regions of Western Siberia, divided 
between Kurgan and Omsk oblast’s and Altai krai (Tarasov 2011, Nefedov 2013, Kotlov 2015). 

The total Russian population in 2010–2017 was estimated at 100 000–130 000 breeding 
individuals (Oparin & Fedosov 2021); the relative importance of major administrative 
divisions in terms of numbers is shown in Figure 1. This number exceeds the total largely 
derived from published sources from each region, which is (at its uppermost limit) 61 050 
breeding birds (see Table 1). While this is considerably lower than the 150 000–200 000 
wintering individuals recorded in Azerbaijan (Gauger 2007), it is possible that the sources 
used have omitted some breeding populations in the Russian Federation, or more likely 
that there is a considerable influx of Little Bustards from Kazakhstan into the Caucasus 
flyway. Birds from Orenburg oblast’, the Volga region and Volga–Don interfluve migrate 
through the territories of Kalmykia and Stavropol’ krai, and then fly across Dagestan and 



62 Sandgrouse 47 (2025)

E
co

no
m

ic
 

re
gi

on
Se

as
on

N
um

be
r 

of
 b

ir
ds

Im
po

rt
an

t 
si

te
s

Q
ua

lit
y 

of
 

es
ti

m
at

e

P
op

ul
at

io
n 

ch
an

ge
 t

re
nd

s

19
50

–1
99

0
19

90
–2

02
0

20
20

–2
02

3
19

50
–2

02
3

N
or

th
 

C
au

ca
su

s

B
re

ed
in

g 
(t

ot
al

)
11

 1
06

–1
3 

11
0

4
A

ve 3.
8

↘
↗

↘
↗

K
ra

sn
od

ar
 K

ra
i 2

01
7

6–
10

1
3

↘
↘

N
/A

↘

R
os

to
v 

ob
la

st
’ 2

01
4

50
00

–6
00

0
3

↘
↗

N
/A

↗

St
av

ro
po

l’ 
kr

ai
 2

01
8

48
00

–5
60

0
4

↘
↗

N
/A

↗

R
ep

ub
lic

 o
f D

ag
es

ta
n 

20
13

80
0–

10
00

4
↘

↗
N

/A
↗

R
ep

ub
lic

 o
f C

he
ch

ny
a 

20
20

50
0

4
↘

↗
N

/A
↗

M
ig

ra
ti

on
c1

00
 0

00
D

ag
es

ta
n

5
↘

↗
↘

↘

W
in

te
ri

ng
 

30
0

D
ag

es
ta

n
5

N
/A

N
/A

N
/A

N
/A

V
ol

ga
 

re
gi

on

B
re

ed
in

g 
(t

ot
al

)
22

 7
50

–3
2 

65
0

5
A

ve 3.
6

↘
↗

↘
↘

Sa
ra

to
v 

ob
la

st
’ 2

01
7

90
00

–1
8 

00
0

1
4

↘
↗

↘
↘

R
ep

ub
lic

 o
f K

al
m

yk
ia

 2
01

3
90

00
1

4
↘

↗
↘

↘

V
ol

go
gr

ad
 o

bl
as

t’ 
20

17
44

00
–5

00
0

1
3

↘
↗

↘
↘

A
st

ra
kh

an
’ o

bl
as

t’ 
20

13
30

0–
50

0
2

4
↘

↗
↘

↘

Sa
m

ar
a 

ob
la

st
’ 2

00
9

50
–1

50
1

3
↘

↘
↘

↘

M
ig

ra
ti

on
10

0 
00

0
3

5
↘

↗
↘

↘

W
in

te
ri

ng
 

10
0–

20
0

T
ab

le
 1

. P
op

ul
at

io
n 

es
tim

at
es

 fo
r 

th
e 

Li
tt

le
 B

us
ta

rd
 p

er
 a

dm
in

is
tr

at
iv

e 
un

it 
(fe

de
ra

l s
ub

je
ct

) 
of

 t
he

 R
us

si
an

 F
ed

er
at

io
n,

 a
rr

an
ge

d 
by

 e
co

no
m

ic
 r

eg
io

ns
. D

at
a 

ar
e 

pr
es

en
te

d 
fo

r 
th

e 
br

ee
di

ng
 p

er
io

d,
 a

ss
em

bl
y 

fo
r 

m
ig

ra
tio

n 
an

d 
w

in
te

ri
ng

 (
D

ag
es

ta
n 

an
d 

K
al

m
yk

ia
 o

nl
y)

. T
he

 y
ea

r 
th

at
 fo

llo
w

s 
th

e 
na

m
e 

of
 a

dm
in

is
tr

at
iv

e 
un

its
 is

 t
ha

t 
of

 t
he

 p
ub

lic
at

io
n 

of
 t

he
 m

os
t 

re
ce

nt
 lo

ca
l R

ed
 B

oo
k,

 o
n 

w
hi

ch
 t

he
 c

or
re

sp
on

di
ng

 L
itt

le
 B

us
ta

rd
 n

um
be

rs
 a

re
 b

as
ed

. N
um

be
rs

 fo
r 

ar
ea

s 
in

 it
al

ic
s 

ar
e 

up
da

te
d 

es
tim

at
es

 b
y 

th
e 

au
th

or
s 

of
 t

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
. ‘

M
ig

ra
tio

n’
 

co
ve

rs
 p

re
-m

ig
ra

to
ry

 g
at

he
ri

ng
s 

an
d 

st
op

ov
er

 fl
oc

ks
. Q

ua
lit

y 
of

 e
st

im
at

e:
 1

 =
 lo

w
, 5

 =
 h

ig
h.

 A
ve

 =
 a

ve
ra

ge
. †

 =
 e

xt
ir

pa
te

d.
 



 Sandgrouse 47 (2025) 63

U
ra

l

B
re

ed
in

g 
(t

ot
al

)
15

 0
10

–1
5 

02
0

3
A

ve 3.
3

↘
↗

↘
↘

O
re

nb
ur

g 
ob

la
st

’ 2
01

9
10

 0
00

1
2

↘
↗

N
/A

↘

C
he

ly
ab

in
sk

 o
bl

as
t’ 

20
13

50
00

1
4

↘
↗

N
/A

↘

R
ep

ub
lic

 o
f B

as
hk

or
to

st
an

 2
01

4
10

–2
0

1
3

A
bs

en
t

↗
N

/A
↗

M
ig

ra
ti

on
N

/A
N

/A
N

/A
↘

↗
N

/A
↘

W
in

te
ri

ng
 

0

W
es

te
rn

 
Si

be
ri

a

B
re

ed
in

g 
(t

ot
al

)
15

0–
32

0
5

3

K
ur

ga
n 

ob
la

st
’ 2

01
2

50
–1

00
1

4
†

↗
N

/A
↗

O
m

sk
 o

bl
as

t’ 
20

15
10

0–
20

0
5

3
†

↗
↗

↗

A
lta

i k
ra

i 2
01

6
0–

20
2

2
†

↗
↗

↗

M
ig

ra
ti

on
10

00
3

3
†

↗
↗

↗

W
in

te
ri

ng
 

0

T
ot

al
s 

in
 

al
l a

re
as

B
re

ed
in

g
49

 0
00

–6
1 

07
0

17
A

ve
 3

.5

M
ig

ra
ti

on
10

0 
00

0
14

A
ve

 4

W
in

te
ri

ng
41

0–
51

0



64 Sandgrouse 47 (2025)

follow a narrow strip along the shore of the Caspian Sea past Beshbarmag mountain in the 
foothills of the eastern extremity of the Greater Caucasus in Azerbaijan (Bliznyuk 1996). In 
2015, 93 000 Little Bustards were counted in the Kalmyk section of this flyway (Ubushaev 
et al 2016), and 181 000 birds flew past Beshbarmag in autumn 2024 (Farajli 2025). 

METHODS
This section outlines the methodology of the latest research by the authors in the most 
important regions for the bird’s habitation, namely (within the Volga region, 1) the 
Republic of Kalmykia and (2) Saratov and Volgograd oblast’s, in the Ural region (3) 
Orenburg oblast’, and in western Siberia (4) a group of three disjunct regions consisting of 
Kurgan and Omsk oblast’s and Altai krai (Korovin 2013, Nefedov 2013, Muzaev et al 2015, 
Oparin et al 2017, Fedosov 2019).

Republic of Kalmykia
Since 2020, AAA has kept a record of all Little Bustards (549 records) encountered in 
Kalmykia and adjacent provinces. These include the results of breeding transect surveys 
(2022–2024) in the southern Ergeni hills undertaken by car in late May and early June, 
covering a total of 917 km with a transect width of 500 m. In 2020–2024, over the months 
of December and January, we also carried out regular fixed transects of around 800 km 
in the Chernye Zemli (Black Earth) Nature Reserve and its surroundings, over an area of 
about 1000 km2. This protected area preserves natural steppe and semi-desert landscapes 
known to be used by the Little Bustard.

Saratov and Volgograd oblast’s
Over the past 25 years, MLO and OSO have collected data on the abundance and 
distribution of the Little Bustard by habitat in the breeding season and during pre-
migration movements in the trans-Volga region in Saratov oblast’ and the adjacent 
Drofinyi Sanctuary in Staropoltavsky district, Volgograd oblast’, on the border with 
Krasnokutskii district of Saratov oblast’. We conducted comprehensive surveys in mid- to 
late September in the years 1998–2000, 2011–2012, 2014–2017 and 2024. This work, covering 
12 000 km2 in the dry steppe of the syrt (dry upland plain) in the trans-Volga region and 
another 500 km2 in the Drofinyi Sanctuary, also in the syrt, was conducted using the 
method described by Oparin et al (2003). The survey of the larger area started in mid-
September and lasted 10 days. The research team divided into six groups, two people in 
each, and covered the areas in four-wheel-drive vehicles using navigation tablets with 
1:100 000 maps. Each group surveyed an area of 200 km2 daily when the weather allowed, 
from sunrise until sunset, with breaks during the height of the day when birds are less 
active. The geographical coordinates of all Little Bustard records were logged using GPS, 
their habitats were mapped and official data on land use in Saratov oblast’ were consulted.

In May 2019–2023 we conducted a series of transect surveys, using a variable transect 
width, in the flat semi-desert in the trans-Volga region between the Bol’shoi Uzen’ and 
Malyi Uzen’ rivers and the Bol’shoi Uzen’ and Dyura rivers in the Caspian depression 
(Alexandrovo-Gaiskii district, Saratov oblast’) to count displaying males (Bibby et al 1998), 
covering 288 km on foot and 580 km by car over the period. 

In the autumn of 1998–2000, 2011–2012 and 2014–2017, we conducted comprehensive 
research into the abundance and distribution of Great and Little Bustards in a study area 
of 12 000 km2 in the southern half of the trans-Volga region in Saratov oblast’ (Figure 2). 
This allowed us to specify the relative numbers of the Little Bustard (Oparin et al 2017). 

We drew the Little Bustard occupancy index from the average of birds in 100 randomly 
selected territorial survey units. A territorial unit covered 25 km2 (5×5 km).
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Orenburg oblast’
In May 2011, VNF conducted a transect and stationary survey (Bibby et al 2000) of the Little 
Bustard from the southern edge of the Ural mountains to the eastern border of the oblast’ 
(Fedosov & Fedosov 2017, Fedosov et al 2017), covering the entirety of the Little Bustard’s 
breeding range in the Ural region. This transect involved a straight-line distance of 
approximately 700 km, but the transect’s total length was over 2500 km. The total number 
of stationary survey points was 257. Over 5–19 May 2016, VNF re-surveyed birds in this 
region using the same methods and consulting local game experts. By these means he 
confirmed and refined the species’ distribution and ecology, assessed threats and outlined 
conservation measures.

The Little Bustard’s range in the oblast’ is limited mainly to Festuca–Stipa and Artemisia–
cereal steppes. These habitats lie south of the Samara and Ural rivers and east of the Ural 
mountains (Fedosov 2019), and their total area was used to extrapolate the survey counts 
to infer a potential Little Bustard breeding population in the entire oblast’.  

Western Siberia
AAN researched the status of the Little Bustard in the southern areas of Kurgan and 
Omsk oblast’s and Altai krai, where it has been historically observed. Little Bustards were 
recorded from spring to autumn through AAN’s annual fieldwork, mostly in Omsk oblast’ 
(1995–2025, where he noted the first post-1950s record in 2000) and through consultations 
with other specialists.

RESULTS 
Republic of Kalmykia

Breeding season
The breeding transect surveys in the southern Ergeni hills between 2022 and 2024 recorded 
113 Little Bustards, with an average of 27.4 individuals/100 km² (range 15.6–46.7). Thus, 
compared with the 2015 benchmark of 125 individuals/100 km² in early May (see Methods), 
the density of the breeding population dropped roughly five-fold over the 10-year period. 

A notable population decrease was also recorded in eastern Kalmykia, on the plains 
and sandy dunes of the Caspian seaboard. In early May 2015, 73 Little Bustards were 
recorded on a transect 875 km long with a 500 m detection width (250 m to each side) 
across the Chernye Zemli Nature Reserve and its surroundings, giving a density of 16.7 
birds/100 km². Since 2020, when four clutches and broods were recorded in the reserve, 
there have been only a few records of lone adult birds. In general, the average population 
density in the breeding season in years with favourable weather (wet) did not exceed 0.92 
individuals/100 km² inside the nature reserve (AAA unpubl data). These figures suggest 
a striking 18-fold decline in under ten years, which we attribute to the plowing of fallow 
lands and some virgin steppe.

Little Bustard records in Kalmykia lie primarily within large areas of virgin grass 
steppe, long-abandoned fields and the transitional zone between steppe and cereal fields, 
rather than  newly plowed fields. This suggests that the current negative trend in Little 
Bustard numbers in Kalmykia is the result of a reduction and degradation of nesting 
habitats in response to human economic activity and, possibly, of a decline in food quality 
caused by lower cold-season rainfall. Official statistics indicate that 658 km² of virgin 
steppe and long-abandoned fields were lost to agriculture between 2013 and 2023, yet the 
numbers of free-grazing livestock remained stable, thereby increasing grazing pressure on 
the uncultivated steppe areas that remain along small river valleys.
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Using  recent Sentinel-2 satellite imagery, we measured the total area of suitable Little 
Bustard habitats within the Ergeni hills to be 20 851 km². Applying the average breeding 
density of 27.4 individuals/100 km² (mentioned in the first paragraph of this section) to 
this area yields a potential population of 5713 birds. Our automobile surveys during the 
breeding season were more likely to detect males, which display conspicuously at this 
time. Indeed, in the field we observed an average of one female for every five males, or 
in this case, 4761 males to 952 females. Owing to the survey methodology, we consider 
the estimated number of males, which we round to 5000, to be more accurate than the 
estimation of number of females. To approximate the number of females using this more 
reliable census of males, we apply a male:female ratio of 1:0.8. This is a more generous 
ratio than those of threatened but well-researched populations in Europe (Serrano-Davies 
et al 2023), since in Kalmykia the proportion of fields to pastures is very low and wheat is 
usually harvested only at the end of June/early July, after the breeding season is over. This 
yields a total estimate of 9000 (5000 males and 4000 females) in the Ergeni hills. 

Meanwhile, only 16 large semi-desert sites with a total area of 8653 km² suitable for 
the nesting of Little Bustards were identified in eastern Kalmykia, which experiences 
greater aridity and higher livestock grazing. With the current nesting density of 0.92 
individuals/100 km², the Caspian plains (ie eastern Kalmykia) cannot be inhabited by more 
than 80 individuals. Discounting these in order not to give a false sense of accuracy, the 
total size of the Little Bustard’s population in the republic is posited as 9000 individuals.

Pre-migration gatherings, migration and wintering
No targeted surveys of Little Bustards were conducted during autumn migration. Owing 
to a steady decline in the duration of snow cover and increase in temperatures, Little 
Bustards spend increasingly more time in eastern Kalmykia before moving on (AAA pers 
obs). In the Chernye Zemli Reserve and its surroundings, 114 individuals were recorded 
(on the same transect as in May 2015) in the winter months of 2019/2020, two individuals 
in 2020/2021, 79 in 2021/2022, 482 in 2022/2023 and 41 in 2023/2024. With the exception of 
the abnormally warm year 2020, the largest number of Little Bustards occurs in early to 
mid-December. On average, these censuses yield a wintering population of Little Bustards 
in eastern Kalmykia of 100–200 individuals. By January, only single wintering birds (under 
10 annually) usually remain in and around the reserve.

Saratov and Volgograd oblast’s 
Breeding season
Little Bustard numbers dropped critically in the 1990s, in response to the replacement of 
agricultural fields by tall weeds unsuitable for the species’ breeding. Grazing fell by 70–80% 
compared to the Soviet period owing to a sharp reduction in livestock, and the recovery of 
the original rangeland vegetation was slow: only by the mid-2000s and in the 2010s was the 
steppe attractive enough as breeding habitat for the species once more. Such profound socio-
economic reversals were observed throughout the Russian Federation in the 1990s and 2000s.

The trans-Volga semi-desert in Alexandrovo-Gaiskii district of Saratov oblast’ is now 
occupied by moderately grazed rangelands on long-abandoned agricultural fields and 
virgin lands. Until 1990, 55% of the district’s territory was occupied by rotational crop 
fields, 25% by river-fed meadows and 20% by heavily grazed rangelands. In the early 
1990s, the crop fields were abandoned and livestock numbers dropped significantly 
(Oparin et al 2016). The density of male Little Bustards was low, ranging from 0.12 to 0.67 
per 100 hectares, with no discernible trend (R2  = 0.09).

In the spring of 2021, during our breeding surveys of displaying males, 39 Little 
Bustards were observed on 23 occasions in the 500 km2 Drofinyi Sanctuary in Volgograd 
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oblast’. The sanctuary is located 130 km north of the Alexandrovo-Gaiskii district in the 
steppe zone. However, its protected status does not give it the power to regulate economic 
activities, and land use is typically around 70% winter and spring crops and 27% pastures 
(which include both virgin lands and abandoned fields) with sparse but diverse grass 
vegetation. Most Little Bustards (56%) were recorded in agricultural fields and 17 (44%) in 
pastures, highlighting the relative importance of the latter. Of all records, 18 (78%) were of 
single birds and 2 were ‘pairs’, with flocks of 3, 4 and 10 individuals registered once each. 
All the recorded birds were males, so we use a ratio of 1 male to 0.8 females to calculate 
the total population (thus 39 + 31 = 70), based on evidence that female mortality is likely to 
be higher than male because of the risks associated with agricultural machinery during 
incubation, although most breeding in the area is done either on fallow agricultural land 
or in virgin land/pastures, arguably leading to lower casualty rates than in the more 
intensively farmed landscape where this issue is most often investigated (Serano-Davies 
et al 2023). 

The Little Bustard formerly bred on the right bank of the Volga in Saratov oblast’ 
and adjacent areas in Volgograd oblast’, but our repeated autumn surveys and regular 
interviews with game guards demonstrated that it had completely stopped nesting there 
by 2010 (Khrustov & Shlyakhtin 2006). 

Based on our fieldwork across Saratov oblast’ since 1995, we posit that some 5000–
10 000 male Little Bustards are present on the left bank each breeding season. Applying 
a sex ratio of 1:08 we thus estimate the Little Bustard population in Saratov oblast’ at 
9000–18 000 individuals.

Pre-migration aggregations and migration
We also surveyed the 12 000 km2 study area in the dry steppe of the syrt plain in the 
trans-Volga part of Saratov oblast’ in the autumn of 2017, counting 3889 Little Bustards in 
55 flocks. Groups of up to 100 birds comprised 80%, 101–200 9.1%, and 201–400 10.9% of 
the total. We mapped all Little Bustard records, revealing that the density of the species 
in the pre-migration period increases from the west (0.3 individuals/100 ha) through the 
east and south (0.4 individuals/100 ha) to the south-east (0.6 individuals/100 ha). This area 
is characterised by a gently undulating landscape covered with Festuca–Stipa communities 
and sparse grass, with solonetz occupying 10–20% of its area. Up to 80% of this area is 
occupied by agricultural fields. In the west of the area, almost all fields are currently 
in use, while abandoned fields make up 20–30% in the south and east, accounting for 
the higher density of Little Bustards there, given their preference for virgin areas and 
abandoned fields.

We conducted no comprehensive autumn surveys from 2018 to 2023 as we focused 
then on the breeding period, so we cannot estimate further dynamics in the numbers of 
Little Bustards in the pre-migration period. However, in autumn 2024 we counted only 303 
individuals at 17 sites across 12 000 km2 of this area, forcing us to conclude that the species 
has undergone a genuine decline. This assumption was supported by Dr AV Bykov (pers 
comm) based on his own observations in 2022–2024 in the vicinity of lake El’ton, located 
in the semi-desert of the Volgograd Volga region, as well as by Prof VP Belik (pers comm), 
who worked west of Lake El’ton in 2022.

Orenburg oblast’
The Little Bustard is distributed unevenly in Orenburg oblast’. Towards the west it 
decreases in abundance, being unrecorded north of Kurmanaevskii district and not 
breeding on two watershed ridges in the Samara–Ural interfluve. Lands in the north-
east of the oblast’ (north of the Ural river) are widely cultivated while river valleys 
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are occupied by meadows, fragmenting the range into small patches. East of the Ural 
mountains, it is common in all districts of the oblast’, even spilling over in small numbers 
into Bashkortostan and southern Chelyabinsk oblast’. The species was found to prefer 
landscapes in which cultivated fields adjoin steppe, fallows and abandoned fields.

The field survey in 2017 recorded 282 birds with an average density of adult males of 
1.5 individuals per 1 km2, similar to that found in May 2011. Extrapolation to the estimated 
area of all suitable habitats within Orenburg oblast’ results in 75 000 individuals (Fedosov 
2019), but local ornithologists from Orenburg Pedagogical University do not find the 
Little Bustard distributed across the entirety of this habitat, and estimate a Little Bustard 
population of 3000 individuals in the oblast’ (Kornev & Gavlyuk 2019). Reasons for this 
disparity likely include spatial heterogeneity in reduction of threats which led to the near-
extirpation of the species, and an insufficient period for the species to refill the extent of 
its ecological niche.

This region includes the Orenburg Nature Reserve, which is intended to protect 
unique steppe ecosystems and their components, including the Little Bustard. The 
total area of its five steppe clusters is 382 km². In 2016, the density of Little Bustards 
within the protected area was found to be only 0.2 individuals/km², whereas outside the 
reserve it was 1.5 individuals/km² (Fedosov 2019). Unchecked by economic activity and 
currently uninhabited by wild ungulates, the reserve has taller, thicker grass, shrubs 
and accumulations of dead plants, preventing the birds from mating and feeding. 
Paradoxically, therefore, the conservation status of the Little Bustard is currently impaired 
rather than improved by the reserve.

Western Siberia
Information is far too sparse to provide a reliable synopsis of the status of the Little 
Bustard in this huge region. Material gathered by AAN for this review itemises the 
districts in three administrative divisions, all bordering Kazakhstan, where the species 

Figure 2. Saratov oblast’ showing the study site in the trans-Volga part of Saratov oblast’ (red outline) where the 
Little Bustards were counted. The Volga river is in blue. 
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occurs: three southern districts (Tselinnyi, Zverinogolovskii and Kurtamyshskii [shaded 
in Figure 1], with single records from Ketovskii, Pritobol’ny and Polovinskii) of Kurgan 
oblast’ bordering Kazakhstan’s Kostanay region; the five south-easternmost districts 
(Pavlogradskii, Russko-Polyanskii, Novovarshavskii, Okoneshnikovskii and Cherlakskii 
[shaded in Figure 1]) of Omsk oblast’ near Kazakhstan’s Pavlodar region; and two 
(Loktevskii and Uglovskii, shaded in Figure 1) in Altai krai. The absence of the species in 
the two adjacent districts forming south-westernmost Novosibirsk oblast’, which separates 
Omsk oblast’ from Altai krai, may simply reflect an absence of survey work, although this 
gap is also predicted by niche modelling to occur on the Kazakhstan side of the border 
(Koshkin et al 2025). Clearly more comprehensive fieldwork is needed to provide an overall 
status update on the situation in the region.

Regular monitoring in Omsk oblast’ by AAN between 1997 and 2023 has produced the 
largest number of records of Little Bustards in Western Siberia, with little geographical 
change in distribution and important sites over this time and indeed since studies in 
the late 19th century (Ruzskii 1897). Breeding sites were found in two districts in 2000, 
three in 2002, four in 2004–2013 and five in 2024 (AAN pers obs). Okoneshnikovskii and 
Cherlakskii districts share the Stepnoi Sanctuary, an important location for the species. 
Distances between sites used by Little Bustards in the oblast’ range from 10 to 100 km. Up 
to 2004, there were oral reports of flocks of up to 40 birds in the south of the oblast’, and 
in early October that year a large pre-migration aggregation, up to 200 birds, was seen 
in Russko-Polyanskii district. After 2004, however, population growth ceased owing to 
increasing poaching activity (Nefedov 2007, 2013). 

DISCUSSION
The evidence assembled here shows that more targeted studies of the Little Bustard’s 
distribution and population dynamics are needed across the relevant regions of Russia. 
Most records of and data on the species have been gathered during surveys of other steppe 
birds. A few specific studies have been conducted in certain regions (north Caucasus, 
the southern Volga–Don interfluve, lower Volga, Orenburg oblast’, southern Urals and 
Western Siberia), almost all of them between 1990 and 2017. The diverse methods used 
in the studies are not always described in sufficient detail, with only expert estimates of 
the abundance provided in many cases. Nevertheless, these give an idea of the current 
distribution and abundance of the Russian populations of the Little Bustard and their 
distribution across habitats during the breeding season, post-breeding movements and 
migrations to wintering grounds. Based on these studies, we posit a breeding population 
for the Russian Federation of 49 000 to 61 000 individuals (Table 1).

The data we provide suggest that most of the species’ breeding populations in Russia 
are concentrated in the north Caucasus region including the Republic of Kalmykia; Volga–
Don interfluve and Rostov and Astrakhan’ oblast’s; lower Volga region in Volgograd and 
Saratov oblast’s, mainly in on the right bank of the Volga; Orenburg oblast’, mainly in the 
south-east along the Kazakhstan border; Kurgan and Omsk oblast’s and the Altai krai. In 
other steppe regions of Russia the species is either unrecorded or extremely rare.

Compared to the Soviet era, particularly its last decade, Little Bustard numbers have 
increased today even as its range has contracted owing to the loss of its territories in the 
Central Black Earth region (Penza and Ulyanovsk oblast’s and Republic of Tatarstan). 
The growth is associated with a fall in agricultural production and grazing in the 1990s 
that initially reduced available habitats further, but by the mid and late 2000s led to the 
restoration of rangelands and plant communities favourable to the species. 

Nevertheless, most regional populations across Russia are currently in decline. 
The main threats to Russian Little Bustard populations are: 1. (re-)intensification of 
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agricultural production, including the use of chemical biocides; 2. conversion of long-
abandoned fields and virgin lands to oil-bearing and winter cereal crops; 3. collisions 
with overhead powerlines; and 4. illegal hunting in pre-migration flocking areas and 
on wintering grounds. Although 3 and 4 are recognised as threats in Russia, dedicated 
research is needed to quantify their impact and identify hotspots.

The Little Bustard benefits from the protection afforded by the Rostov, Chernye Zemli 
and Dagestan Nature Reserves, plus many steppe federal and regional sanctuaries in the 
Russian Federation. However, the plowing-up of rangelands must be stopped and the 
cultivation of perennial fodder grasses and spring cereals and legumes encouraged. This 
would require monetary compensations to farmers, although this is an issue that has not 
been resolved in the nature conservation legislation of the Russian Federation.
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