VIENNA DECLARATION
on Global Sturgeon Conservation
Part I: Recommendations

Preamble
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Sturgeons and Paddleﬁshes (Order Acipenseriformes) comprise 27 species of which the vast
majority are endangered (see IUCN Red List), while several of these species have reached criHcal
status. This situaHon calls for more coordinated and concise acHon to prevent the species from
exHncHon while at the same Hme sturgeons in this context also serve as umbrella species for other
faunal elements that are aﬀected by the same drivers. Sturgeons are excellent ambassadors for
habitat related conservaHon approaches due to the fact that they uHlize various habitats during
the compleHon of their life-cycle. A consequent protecHon of habitats for sturgeons will evoke
restricHons on the uHlizaHon of rivers, coastal and marine waters and the resources associated to
them but these will beneﬁt all faunal elements.
The World Sturgeon ConservaHon Society (WSCS) published the RAMSAR DECLARATION ON
GLOBAL STURGEON CONSERVATION in 2005 outlining the guiding principles for measures urgently
needed to ensure the future of sturgeons. To meet the persisHng and emerging challenges in
sturgeon conservaHon, the 8th InternaHonal Symposium on Sturgeons (ISS 8) held from
September 10th to 16th, 2017 in Vienna with a parHcipaHon of about 300 sturgeon specialists from
32 countries felt the need to re-iterate, update and partly revise the key recommendaHons
aﬀecHng the eﬀecHveness of conservaHon management while at the same Hme emphasizing the
requirement to apply best pracHce when planning or implemenHng acHviHes to:
1) protect and preserve sturgeon species as emblemaHc ﬂagship or umbrella species on
biodiversity conservaHon for future generaHons;
2) account for the need for long-term and adequately-resourced sturgeon conservaHon measures
supported by improved governance frameworks;
3) protect and restore rivers as dynamic, disturbance driven systems. Their hydro morphology
and ecosystem services depend upon intact funcHonality as well as longitudinal/lateral
connecHvity;
4) ensure that acempts to restore and protect sturgeon populaHons to eﬀecHve control and
combat fraud and illegal, unregulated and unrecorded catch and trade while at the same Hme
supporHng sustainable aquaculture as an alternaHve mode of producHon of sturgeon
commodiHes.
To serve these targets aiming at increased eﬀecHveness of conservaHon and restoraHon of
sturgeons, the ISS 8 developed the following recommendaHons for consideraHon by the respecHve
sturgeon range states, regional and internaHonal agencies dealing with species conservaHon.
On behalf of the WSCS Board of Directors, of WWF InternaHonal, the ISS8 ScienHﬁc Advisory
Commicee as well as the ISS8 parHcipants
Neu Wulmstorf and Vienna, April, 12th, 2018
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Recommenda.ons
Habitat Quality and Restora.on
Habitat protec,on, river regula,on, ﬂood protec,on, and inland naviga,on
Recommenda,on 1: Recovery measures through ex situ conservaHon and re-stocking programs require urgent
and vigorous in situ protecHon and habitat restoraHon measures: (a) all spawning habitats of Acipenseriformes
must be idenHﬁed and eﬀecHvely protected through naHonal and eventually internaHonal legislaHon; (b) the
legal frameworks such as the EU Habitats DirecHve as well as ConvenHons such as RAMSAR, Biological Diversity,
Bern, Oslo-Paris, Helsinki, Bucharest, and Barcelona must be fully implemented to eﬀecHvely enhance the
conservaHon status of the species through improvements of their diﬀerent habitats.
Recommenda,on 2: Flood protecHon and inland navigaHon infrastructure have to be planned in an integrated
fashion aiming to maintain to the greatest extent possible the natural hydrodynamics as well as to ensure
connecHvity and funcHonality of ecosystems. Infrastructure projects that have not been designed in such an
integrated fashion must not be implemented.
Damming
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Recommenda,on 3: New dams on sturgeon and paddleﬁsh rivers should not be constructed. However, if
unavoidable, they must be designed with state-of-the-art miHgaHon measures, such as properly designed
passage faciliHes accommodaHng free upstream and downstream migraHon of all life phases of sturgeons (adults
up to several meters long as well as fragile early life phases), other faunal elements, as well as permit sediment
transport. Furthermore, these measures must also protect habitats and benthic communiHes in the upstream
and downstream secHons. Design consideraHons must incorporate climate change eﬀects, anHcipaHng the
dynamic changes in precipitaHon pacerns (e.g. extreme ﬂoods and extreme droughts) over a Hme horizon of at
least 50 to 80 years, further reducing the proporHon of the ﬂow available for energy generaHon.
Recommenda,on 4: Dams have eliminated sturgeon spawning and overwintering habitats in river secHons
upstream or downstream of the installaHons. The exisHng faciliHes have to be retroﬁced with structures for
eﬀecHve ﬁsh protecHon and passage both upstream and downstream (for early life phases and adults). Other
dam impacts, for instance, on sediment transport and discharge (e.g. out of season peak discharge, hydropeaking, changes in temperature regime) require miHgaHon as well. Side channels with at least 30% of the ﬂow
under any condiHons would massively reduce the impact of such faciliHes.
Recommenda,on 5: Where the construcHon of eﬃcient ﬁsh passage is not viable as a result of the low capacity
of the exisHng faciliHes, the removal of such faciliHes must be considered.
Recommenda,on 6: PrioriHzaHon of conservaHon and miHgaHon measures on sturgeon rivers should be applied
at catchment level to maintain the ecological funcHons and to ensure the highest feasibility and the lowest
adverse impact of technical infrastructure.

Fisheries Management
Recommenda,on 7: Fisheries management (e.g. planning, inspecHon, supervision, protecHon, and enforcement)
and other conservaHon acHons must be properly integrated at all levels to ensure that both aspects are
adequately implemented by personnel with appropriate experHse and resources backed up by an eﬃcient and
integrated legal framework.
Recommenda,on 8: The legal prerequisites of ﬁsheries regulaHons must reﬂect the dimension that poaching
imposes on conservaHon eﬀorts and on populaHons of long-lived species. Therefore, substanHal ﬁnes and/or
custodian sentences have to be in place. The judiciary should be adequately informed about the context and
implicaHons of such oﬀenses to ensure that substanHal penalHes are imposed.
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Recommenda,on 9: CommuniHes that tradiHonally relied on sturgeon ﬁsheries for their livelihood have to be
supported in generaHng alternaHve means of income in order to facilitate compliance with ﬁsheries bans or
harvest slots.
Recommenda,on 10: Fisheries researchers and managers are advised to rapidly develop and implement more
selecHve harvesHng methods, thereby prevenHng (or greatly reducing) the by-catch of sturgeons in ﬁsheries for
other target species.

Species Survival and Repositories
Recommenda,on 11: PreparaHon of acHviHes to preserve the diversity of sturgeon populaHons outside of their
natural habitat (ex situ conservaHon to save the remaining geneHc heterogeneity and to develop potenHal brood
stocks for sturgeon species that are on the brink of exHncHon) must receive priority and Hmely support in
sturgeon rehabilitaHon programs.
Recommenda,on 12: EﬀecHve organizaHon of ex situ stocks must be shared between range countries to reﬂect
the joint responsibility for populaHon management. This will also help to distribute associated costs of
restoraHon as well as to reduce the risk of losses due to local negaHve events.

Restocking, Recovery and Re-introduc.on Ac.ons
Recommenda,on 13: Stocking as a compensaHon measure is considered a temporary tool to overcome adverse
environmental condiHons causing recruitment failure or to iniHate self-sustaining populaHons. A management
structure at the naHonal or regional level, according to the species distribuHon, must be established to
coordinate the acHons and standardize methods for reproducHon, rearing and release.

Trade Control
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Recommenda,on 14: Due to the detrimental impact of uncontrolled, illegal ﬁshing on natural populaHons, the
illegal trade in caviar, sturgeon meat and other products from sturgeons must be a focal area of enforcement
acHons both naHonally, regionally, and internaHonally. Therefore, it has to include the provision of suﬃcient
resources (including manpower, equipment, operaHonal costs, etc.) for all relevant law enforcement agencies to
eﬀecHvely prevent sturgeon species from over-exploitaHon.
Recommenda,on 15: Responsible naHonal authoriHes (e.g. CITES scienHﬁc & management authoriHes, customs,
food inspecHons, law enforcement agencies) are requested to establish formal/informal inter-agency groups
(with the involvement of scienHﬁc insHtuHons, customs, police, and ﬁnancial crime specialists) to develop
common approaches and harmonized means of tackling illegal wildlife trade, supporHng each other in the
respecHve acHviHes and backing up competencies in dealing with legal fraud.
Recommenda,on 16: InspecHons in producHon and trade are to be carried out unannounced. They must use
state-of-the-art techniques (e.g. DNA and isotope analysis) that are necessary to idenHfy the species and origin
and thereby guarantee eﬀecHve monitoring of trade in caviar and other sturgeon commodiHes. This also needs to
include caviar containers with CITES labels, as long as manipulaHons cannot be ruled out completely.
Recommenda,on 17: Close cross-border coordinaHon of enforcement acHons concerning illegal trade of
sturgeon products is required to cope with internaHonal criminal networks.
Recommenda,on 18: Enforcement authoriHes should increase their acenHon to the presence and authenHcity of
labels in line with the latest CITES labeling systems. The professional preparaHon and the method of applicaHon
of labels must be standardized at an improved level to prevent misuse and prevent loss of labels during
packaging, transport, and storage. Also, the prinHng quality of the CITES codes should be improved to minimize
fraud.
Recommenda,on 19: To ensure full acceptance in court cases, analyHcal methods should be harmonized using
appropriate scienHﬁc and laboratory standards, preferably with regular inter-calibraHon exercises between
laboratories performing DNA and other invesHgatory analysis.
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Aquaculture
Recommenda,on 20: Sturgeon species produced by aquaculture operaHons should be rouHnely monitored in
line with naHonal or regional (EU) regulaHons as well as with regard to environmental compaHbility and product
safety. To idenHfy and prevent illegal import or laundering of illegally caught ﬁsh through aquaculture, the
producHon and trade of sturgeons requires speciﬁc monitoring and control measures within the aquaculture
industry. To prevent negaHve interacHon between farmed and natural populaHons/species (e.g. hybridizaHon,
disease transmission, misidenHﬁcaHon in case of by-catch), eﬀecHve measures to prevent escapement from the
farms should be implemented.
Recommenda,on 21: The aquaculture industry involved in sturgeon producHon is strongly encouraged to
collaborate in idenHfying tracking approaches to support enforcement authoriHes in trade control acHons. It is
suggested to establish Hssue repositories idenHfying capHve stocks to allow a more eﬃcient and fast
commercializaHon of legal sturgeon products.
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Recommenda.on 22: Commercial farms, culturing sturgeons for consumer markets, may in excepHonal cases be
important partners in conservaHon programs to bridge the Hme-window unHl the required public infrastructure
for ex situ conservaHon is in place. Those farms may become condiHonally involved and receive support for
maintaining publicly owned broodstock of sturgeon species at brink of exHncHon if the following prerequisites
are fulﬁlled:
1) supervision of the rearing process is carried out under the naHonal/regional conservaHon authoriHes
implemenHng the sturgeon recovery programs;
2) the wild ﬁsh (unHl F2 generaHon) are not owned by the farm but belong to the naHonal or regional sturgeon
recovery program, and the farmer is held fully reliable for their availability and the appropriate documentaHon;
3) the breeders are selected for reproducHon based on prior geneHc analysis and an agreed-upon breeding plan.
The rearing of oﬀspring is separated from producHon, implemenHng the recommendaHons on ex situ rearing;
4) uHlizaHon of the surplus producHon of progeny for commercial purposes must take into consideraHon the
demand arising from restoraHon programs in the catchment before commercial use is permiced in a case-bycase decision by the coordinaHng body.

Policy Integra.on and Awareness-Raising
Recommenda.on 23: Public awareness will need to be raised in order to support and push for poliHcal acHon
towards implementaHon of all the above menHoned recommendaHons. The general public in sturgeon range
countries should be made aware of the value of sturgeons to people and nature and their threat status. In
parHcular, caviar consumers must learn how to avoid illegal products. Key stakeholders from various sectors need
targeted informaHon about sturgeon conservaHon. Awareness of key decision makers will have to be raised
about the need for integrated policy responses and implementaHon of above menHoned recommendaHons.
This document was presented to and discussed by the par5cipants of the 8th Interna5onal Symposium on
Sturgeons (ISS8) during the ﬁnal session and ﬁnalized by correspondence through expert contribu5ons.
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