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Restoration of European bison population
in the Belarusian part of Belavezhskaja Pushcha

Aliaksei N. Bunevich, Siarhei A. Karotsia

State Nature Conservation Enterprise ,,Belavezhskaja Pushcha”, Kamieniuki, Belarus

The beginning of the restoration of European bison (wisents) to the Belaru-
sian part of the Belovezhskaya Pushcha was initiated with group of 5 animals
of Biatowieza-Caucasian line brought from Poland in 1946. This year became
important in the history of the restoration of European bison in the Belaru-
sian part of Belovezhskaya Pushcha and naturally, at that time — in the whole
USSR. All animals imported then were closely related to each other, which
adversely affected the survival of the offspring. Because of that, between 1946
1949, half of the calves born there died. Therefore in 1949, the second group
of E. bison, also counting 5 individuals, but all belonging to pure Biatowieza
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(Lowland) line, was brought from Poland. With their delivery, there was
a broader choice regarding the selection of breeding pairs and subsequently,
the mortality of the newborn animals decreased.

In 1953, when the number of E. bison reached 18 individuals, 7 young
animals were released for the first time from enclosures to the wild. In Poland,
such decision was implemented a year earlier. With the appearance of free
ranging E. bison in both parts of Belovezhskaya Pushcha, some problems
arose related to the prevention of herd mixing. In Belarussian part of the for-
est, maintained were animals of Lowland-Caucasian line while in the Pol-
ish part only animals belonging to pure blood Lowland line. However, there
were cases of males of Lowland-Caucasian origin moving across the state
border to the Polish part of the forest. Therefore, in 1961, at the first Sovi-
et-Polish meeting on the problem of E. bison breeding it was decided, that
the entire Belovezhskaya Pushcha should be a breeding place for E. bison only
of Bialowieza origin (i.e. Lowland). Subsequently, in the years 1962-1968,ani-
mals of mixed blood from the Belarussian part of the forest were exported
mainly to the forests of Ukraine and Russia. In total, 118 such animals of LC
line were taken out of Belovezhskaya Pushcha.

By 1964, the number of E. bison of the Lowland line in the Belarussian
part of the forest was reduced to 19. This remaining small herd became grad-
ually supplemented with individuals of the pure Lowland line (35 individ-
uals) from Poland and the breeding center of the Prioksko-Terrasny Nature
Reserve in Russia. Over a 22-year period (1946-1968), 171 calves were born
there, of which only 32 belonged to the pure Biatowieza (Lowland) line.

Finally, at the end of 1969, there were 63 pure Lowland E. bison in Bela-
russian part of the forest. These animals were the founders of the contem-
porary population. From this time until 1984, all transfers of animals were
discontinued and this population was developing with only minimal human
intervention. That included supplemental feeding in winter and elimina-
tion of obviously sick or suffering animals. Only in 1991, two mature males
were brought to Belovezhskaya Pushcha from the Prioksko-Terrasny Reserve
of Russia for the purpose of refreshing the blood.

In total, 53 E. bison of the Biatowieza line (33 males and 20 females) were
delivered to Belovezhskaya Pushcha to restore the population. Out of this
number only 44 (83%) were actually released to the wild. Among them, there
were 26 males and 18 females. It is difficult to estimate the degree of partici-
pation of each individual in reproduction, but some of them left no offspring
or died shortly after being released.

During the free breeding of E. bison, there were both periods of increase
in population numbers and their decline. A steady increase in the number
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was observed until 1981. During the period from 1971 to 1981, the popula-
tion increased by 152.4%, and the average annual increase was 9.5%, vary-
ing in particular years from 4.8 to 15.8%. After 1982, there was observed an
instability in the population dynamics of E. bison. In some years there was
observed a decline. There were several reasons for this: the population den-
sity increased to 13-14 individuals per 1000 hectares, due to the attachment
of animals to one optimal habitat, so the natural process of developing new
home ranges did not occur. With an increased population density of E. bison
together with a high number of game species of wild ungulates, natural mor-
tality increased from 3-5 to 7-9%, fecundity of females decreased, the balan-
opothitis in males and other diseases were recorded.

In such situation, there were implemented measures to resettle E. bison
all over the whole territory of Belovezhskaya Pushcha into suitable habitats.
Between 1982 to 1987 within habitats that were first inhabited by E. bison
(in the south of the Pushcha), 37 animals were caught, and subsequently trans-
ported to the central, northern and northeast parts of the forest. As a result
of artificial dispersal of animals into suitable habitats within the territory
of Belovezhskaya Pushcha, 3 winter feeding places were additionally estab-
lished. As a result, population density of E. bison was significantly reduced.

In addition, since 1985, in order to limit the growth of the population and
improve its structure the regular selective shooting has been applied, as well
as catching and moving E. bison to other sites of the Republic of Belarus. In
total, 60 individuals were caught and transferred, while 140 individuals were
eliminated.

Summing up the work on restitution of E. bison population in the Bela-
rusian part of Belovezhskaya Pushcha during the 70-year period, it should
be noted that thanks to the use of a number of various zootechnical meth-
ods in the years of controlled breeding of animals (1946-1966), and sound,
scientific approach towards the free ranging herd, it was possible to achieve
positive results. In recent years, a steady increase in the number of E. bison
was recorded. At the beginning of 2019, the population of E. bison in the Bela-
rusian part of Belovezhskaya Pushcha was estimated for 572 individuals.

Odtworzenie populacji zubréw w biatoruskiej czesci
Puszczy Biatlowieskiej

Poczatek odrodzenia zubra w biatoruskiej cze$ci Puszczy Biatowieskiej to grupa
5 zwierzat linii biatowiesko-kaukaskiej przywiezionych z Polski w 1946 roku. Rok
1946 przeszedt do historii jako poczgtek restytucji zubra w biatoruskiej czesci
Puszczy Biatowieskiej i oczywiscie w ZSRR. Wszystkie importowane zubry byty ze
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sobg blisko spokrewnione, co niekorzystnie wplywato na przezywalno$é potom-
stwa. Z tego powodu w latach 1946-1949 padta potowa urodzonych tu cielat.
W zwigzku z tym w 1949 r. sprowadzono z Polski drugg grupe zubréw, réwniez 5
osobnikéw, ale juz czystej linii biatowieskiej. Wraz z ich pojawieniem byta wicksza
mozliwos¢ wyboru par i w konsekwencji zmniejszyta sie Smiertelno$é miodych
zwierzat.

W 1953 r., gdy liczba zubréw wynosita 18 osobnikéw, wypuszczono pierwsze 7
miodych zwierzgt na wolno$é. Wraz z rozpoczeciem wolnej hodowli zubréw w obu
czesciach Puszczy Biatowieskiej, pojawity sie problemy zwigzane z zapobieganiem
mieszaniu sie stad, poniewaz zdarzaty sie przypadki przemieszczania sie samcow
przez granice panstwa do polskiej czesci, gdzie wsiedlono tylko zubry biatowieskie,
a naszej czesci lasu — zaréwno biatowiesko-kaukaskie jak i biatowieskie. Dlatego
w 1961 r., podczas pierwszej konferencji radziecko-polskiej zdecydowano, ze cata
Puszcza Biatowieska powinna byé miejscem wytgcznie dla zubréw pochodzenia
biatowieskiego. W zwigzku z tym w latach 1962—-1968 biatowiesko-kaukaskie zubry
z naszej czesci leSnego obszaru Puszczy wywieziono gtownie do laséw Ukrainy
i Rosji. Lacznie wywieziono 118 zubréw linii biatowiesko-kaukaskie;j.

Do 1964 r. liczba zubréw linii biatowieskiej zmniejszyta sie do 19 osobnikéw.
P6zniej to mate stado zostato uzupetnione przez osobniki linii nizinnej (35 osob-
nikéw) z Polski i rezerwatu Prioksko-Terrasny w Rosji. W latach 1946-1968 czyli
w ciagu 22 lat urodzito sie 171 cielat, z ktérych tylko 32 byty linii biatowieskiej.

Po dziataniach zwigzanych z wywozem i przywozem zwierzat, pod koniec 1969
r. w Puszczy byty 63 biatowieskie zubry. Te zwierzeta stanowity grupe zatozyciel-
ska wspobiczesnej populaciji. Do 1984 r. przerwano przewozy zubréw, a populacja
rozwineta sie przy niewielkiej interwencji ludzi. Opieka skfadata sie tylko z zimo-
wego dokarmiania i koniecznej eliminacji wybranych zwierzat przez odstrzat.
Dopiero w 1991 r. dwa doroste samce przywieziono do Puszczy Biatowieskiej
z rosyjskiego rezerwatu Prioksko-Terrasny w celu odSwiezenia krwi.

tgcznie 53 Zzubry linii biatowieskiej (33 samce i 20 samic) zostaty przywie-
zione do Puszczy Biatowieskiej, aby utworzy¢ populacje w Puszczy Biatowieskie;j.
Z 53 importowanych zubréw wypuszczono na wolno$¢ w réznych latach tylko 44
(83%), z przewagg samcow (26 0s.) nad samicami (18 0s.) Trudno jest okresli¢
stopien udziat kazdego zubra w rozrodzie, ale wiadomo, ze niektére nie pozosta-
wity potomstwa lub padty wkrétce po wypuszczeniu.

W okresie wolnej hodowli zubréw wystepowaty zaréwno okresy wzrostu jak
i spadku liczebnosci populacji. Staty wzrost liczby zubréw obserwowano do 1981
roku. W okresie od 1971 r. do 1981 r. liczebno$¢ wzrosta o 152,4%, a Sredni
roczny przyrost wyniést 9,5% (od 4,8 do 15,8%). Nastepny okres, poczynajgc od
1982 r., charakteryzowat sie brakiem stabilnego wzrosu a nawet byly lata, kiedy
populacja sie zmniejszata.
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Byto kilka powoddéw: z powodu konserwatyzmu zubra nastepowat wzrost
zageszczenia i grupy nie migrowaty. Zageszczenie wzrosto do 13-14 osobni-
kéw na 1000 hektaréw. W konsekwencji wzrosta naturalna $miertelnos¢ z 3-5
do 7-9%, ptodnos¢ samic zmniejszyta sie, odnotowano nasilenie sie zapalenia
napletka u samcoéw i innych choréb.

Konieczne byly przesiedlenia zubréw na cate terytorium Puszczy Biatowieskiej,
do odpowiednich dla nich siedlisk. Od 1982 do 1987 roku na potudniu Puszczy
odtowiono 37 zubréw, ktére przetransportowano do centralnej, pétnocnej i pot-
nocno-wschodniej czesci lasu. W wyniku sztucznego rozproszenia zwierzat na
cate terytorium Puszczy Biatowieskiej utworzono dodatkowo 3 miejsca zimowego
dokarmiania, co spowodowato znaczny spadek zageszczenia populacji zubra.

Oprécz tego, od 1985 r., w celu ograniczenia wzrostu populacji i poprawy jako-
Sci populacji zubréw, zaczeto prowadzi¢ regularny odstrzat selekcyjny oraz odta-
wianie i przewozenie do innych stanowisk na terenie Republiki Biatoru$. W sumie
wywieziono 60 zubréw a wyeliminowano 140 osobnikow.

Podsumowujgc 70 lat ich prac nad przywr6éceniem populacji zubra w biatoru-
skiej czeSci Puszczy Biatowieskiej nalezy zauwazyé, ze dzieki powszechnemu
stosowaniu metod zootechnicznych w latach poczatkowych (1946-1966) i dobrze
ugruntowanych zasad zarzgdzania wolng populacjg, mozliwe byto osiggniecie
tych pozytywnych rezultatéw. W ostatnich latach obserwowany jest staty wzrost
liczby zubréw. Na poczatku 2019 r. w biatoruskiej czesci Puszczy Biatowieskiej
policzono 572 zubréw.




