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Landscape Description

The lori River valley, located in the Southeast of Georgia, is dominated by semi-desert and steppe in its
flatter terraces, intersected by forested ridges and erosion gullies. The steppe grassland wildlife
community varies according to physical conditions including soil exposure and levels of disturbance.
The significance of this territory, along with the pressing need for conservation at European and
global levels, is indicated by the high number of threatened species including Persian Gazelle, Saker
Falcon, Eastern Imperial Eagle and three species of Vulture, Wolf, Jackal, and Lynx were present
throughout the region in the past...

Virtually all wildlife inhabiting the steppe depends, at some stage of its life cycle, on the lori river and
gallery forest for drinking, foraging, shelter, and reproduction. Referred to as the Caucasus Biodiversity
Hotspot, this region is also home to threatened and range-restricted species and acts as an important
corridor for wildlife throughout the Caucasus region. Furthermore, due to its mild climate, the South
Caucasus acts as a key stopover and wintering ground for bird populations migrating from the
northern steppes. The center most region consists of semi-arid tablelands with a narrow gallery forest
and small patches of marshland along the lori river.



Landscape Degradation

Conversion to arable agriculture and irrigation in the past, as well as continuous overgrazing by
sheep, have caused large-scale degradation of natural habitats, loss of biodiversity and
desertification. Over the course of the 20th and early 21st century, the populations of the most
characteristic species within these habitats have been in decline. Core populations are now
restricted to the contiguous steppe belt north of the Black and Caspian Seas, while isolated
remnant populations remain further west, and south are in rapid decline.

During the Soviet Era, the floodplain forests along the lori were reduced by transformation to
pasture for grazing and logging for firewood. Unregulated grazing, especially around watering
points for livestock, led to widespread degradation and suppressed natural regeneration. In 1989,
a 50m tall dam on the lori River was constructed to create a stable water supply for a planned
irrigation scheme. While the irrigation scheme was never operational, the infrastructure had a
negative effect on floodplains by disrupting flood patterns and reducing both surface flow and
sediment load.

European Roller - (Coracias Garrulus)

Egyptian Vulture - (Neophron Perchopterus)



By developing a management plan for the existing Chachuna Managed Reserve, and piloting a
sustainable grazing scheme, our project addressed problems related to unregulated and
unsustainable land use pressures including overgrazing by livestock, land use change, and
unsustainable levels of resource extraction. To improve the conditions in the floodplain forest, a
gabion has been installed and water is periodically released from the reservoir. Subsequent studies
were conducted to assess the impact, finding about 11,600m2 of floodplain forest had been flooded
along the course of the river.

An important achievement is a strengthened collaboration between different institutions and
departments, increasing efficiency and streamlining implementation of conservation and
restoration activities. Recognizing the Ministry of Environment Protection and Agriculture, the
Agency of Protected Areas, and the Parliament of Georgia, all primary partners and key decision

makers in the project, SABUKO has been sharing its recommendations and findings to promote
sustainable land use. In addition, a situation involving the Agrarian Committee of the Parliament of
Georgia, combined with SABUKO's advocacy efforts, led Parliament to adopt their
recommendations for sustainable pasture management at the legislative level.

Vison

Our long-term goal is to promote the peaceful coexistence of people and animals in the lori River
valley and to reduce the negative impacts on the environment.

With this project our aim was to restore the ecological processes, habitats and species that assemble
in the flood plain along the lori River Valley.



Tipping Points
Reached

Regular water release from the dam and incorporating sustainable pasture management
recommendationsinto national laws

The successful accomplishment of ensuring regular water release from the dam and incorporating
sustainable pasture management recommendations into national laws demonstrate their
capacity to bring aboutsignificant change.

Regularwaterrelease fromthedam

Securing regular water release from the dam is a noteworthy achievement that showcases
effective implementation and opens up possibilities for its application in other areas. By
integrating water release into the management plan of the Chachuna Managed Reserve, we set a
promising example, especially as a new water resource management law is on the horizon. Once
thislegislationis enacted, the significance of this activity will be furtheremphasized.

Incorporating sustainable pasture management recommendationsinto national laws
The adoption of sustainable pasture management recommendations into national laws is a major

milestone that has elevated the issue to the policy level, leading to discussions in parliament. The
expertise of the Agency of Protected Areas and the National Agency for Sustainable Land
Management and Land Use Monitoring has been acknowledged, as they have incorporated
stocking rates into their plans. Developing pasture management plans for Chachuna not only
serves as a model for leasing pastures in that specific area but also promotes the broader objective
of sustainable resource management. An important achievement within the project was the
successful establishment of strong relationships with farmers, which played a crucial role in
effectivelyimplementing sustainable pasture management plans and fostering collaboration.
These positive turning points act as catalysts for change within the system.They demonstrate how
proactive measures, such as securing water release and integrating sustainable pasture
management into legislation, can drive significant progress across ecological, legal, economic,
and social aspects. Through successful implementation and expansion of these initiatives, we
have the potential to inspire similar transformations in other areas, creating a ripple effect of
positive change throughout the system.




“The Ministry was pleased to have successfully completed
the first phase of the project, which encompassed the initial
restoration efforts of damaged pastures, and the preserva-
tion of local biodiversity. During this phase, various strate-
gies and actions were implemented to achieve the primary
goal of biodiversity protection, economic activities, and the
sustainable use of pastures.”

Karlo Amirgulashvili - Head of the Biodiversity and Forestry
Department, Ministry of Environmental Protection and Agri-
culture of Georgia.
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“Previously, there was no management plan or relevant studies con-
ducted in terms of the sustainable management of pastures in the Cha-
chuna Managed Reserve in the Kakheti region. Thanks to SABUKO, this
was achieved and a plan was developed that defined the permissible
amount of cattle per hectare in the area. There is a very good internatio-
nal and local practice that protected areas are managed with a Manage-
ment Plan, where programs of various directions are determined and the
relevant actions and steps are taken. The Chachuna Reserve didn't have
sucha plan before. Together with SABUKO, we createdone.” - . ..

Nata Sultanishvili - Head of Planning and Development Service at the
Agency of Protected Areas
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Following key insights have significantly influenced our achi-
evements and will continue to guide our ongoing efforts for
sustained positive change:

Effective stakeholder communication and inclusivity foste-
red collaboration and ensured long-term sustainability.

Sharing knowledge and building capacity played a pivotal
role in enhancing project effectiveness, facilitating the rep-
lication of successful conservation methods among she-
pherds, governmental bodies, and protected areas.

Conducting comprehensive needs assessments enabled us
to better understand the challenges faced by the commu-
nity, particularly shepherds and farmers, allowing us to
deliver targeted assistance and build trust.

Amplifying local voices through media events and inter-
views provided a platform for shepherds, farmers, and ran-
gers to share their experiences, raising awareness and fos-
tering engagement.

Cultivating relationships with respected community lea-
ders, including spiritual leaders and successful entrepre-
neurs, proved instrumental in deepening local involvement
and garnering support.

Regular evaluation and feedback from
community members and stakeholders al-
lowed us to continually assess the impact
and relevance of our initiatives, leading to
continuous improvement.

Shepherds and farmers are regularly approached and
actively engaged as part of the activities conducted by
SABUKO. To secure their trust and participation, this
hasincluded a needs assessment and efficient delivery
of assistance to individuals in the community. In addi-
tion, several media events, including interviews with
shepherds, farmers and rangers emphasizing the im-
portance of their contributions, allowed their opinions
to be heard by a large number of people including go-
vernment leaders. Increased local involvement has al-
so been achieved through trusted relationships with
respected spiritual leaders and successful, young
entrepreneurs in the community.

_LOCO|
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Partnership

SABUKO has played animportant role in the community, bringing
institutional partners closer together in support of shared objec-
tives. In particular, the Agency of Protected Areas, Sustainable
Land Development and Monitoring Agency, Agrarian Committee
of the Parliament of Georgia, Dedoplistskaro Municipality, Ilia Sta-
te University, Georgian Amelioration Ltd, Farmers' Association,
and other non-governmental organizations have actively united
toimplement conservation-oriented activities.




@verview of National Legisldtion

_Studies/l\/lonitoring

We raised the level of trust by implementing various conservati-
on activities, always carrying out studies, including seasonal sur-
veys, before implementing specific actions. Data collected has
provided credible insights and facilitated meaningful recom-
mendations, enabling us to provide influential and persuasive
advocacy which will be outlined in the following pages

A study was conducted to evaluate the current condition of
sis and produced an Overview of the © the sheep sector. Included in this study is an overview of its
Legislation Related to Pasture Mana- \/O | u e C h O | m strengths and weaknesses and recommendations that pro-
gement. Based on the findings in this mote sustainable development.

report, the Agency of Protected Are-
as recognized that including pasture
management plans in lease agree-
ments is an effective practice for land

SABUKO has carried out policy analy-

management.



Gallery
Forest
Assessment

The assessment of the Chachuna forest conducted by rese-
archers at llia State University, in collaboration with SABUKO
experts, provided valuable insights. The study revealed that
different species were found above and below the Dali re-
servoir in the floodplain forest. Above the reservoir, there

were more species typical of the floodplain forest, while be-
low the reservoir, fewer characteristic species were obser-
ved. This difference was attributed to the flooding regime
caused by the reservoir being in emergency mode, leading
to water leaks and sediment accumulation. The filtered wa-
ter released from the reservoir contributed to erosion and
hindered sedimentationin the riverbed.

Furthermore, unauthorized grazing was observed in the
floodplain forest, primarily by sheep seeking water from the
river lori. To address this issue, corridors and fences were put
in place to prevent sheep from entering the floodplain fo-
rest before reaching the river for drinking water. Measures
such as installing gabions and fences were implemented to
protect forest sprouts from sheep grazing and trampling.
The installation of a gabion also aided in flooding the flood-
plain forest, which is crucial for maintaining its diverse spe-
cies. These findings and actions were integral to the ongo-
ing restoration efforts in the floodplain forest.
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lchthyofauna

Research was undertaken to evaluate the possible impact of the
gabion on the river stream and ichthyofauna, the gabion was
arranged with the consideration of the research findings.

_Sheep Product Potential
in EU & GCC Countries

SABUKO conducted a sheep and sheep products survey that provided detailed information regarding milk and
dairy products, sheep meat and meat products, live sheep and sheep wool. The research also contained infor-
mation on sales channels, technical regulations, and standards in Georgia, EU, and GCC countries. Research has
shown that the sheep supply chain has some potential, namely, to sell it locally and export. Branding of the
production within the project area is planned as an additional activity, which will help to enhance the awareness
oftheareaandthe sale of the products producedin the project area.
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Conducted hydrological research revealed that natural barriers in the river would be needed
to increase water levels and promote flooding for floodplain forest. Based on these insights, a
gabion was placed in the river to ensure adequate levels of flooding would reach floodplain
forests. Due to this measure we managed to food around 2haforests.




Focused Species
Monitorin

Facts:

6 active Imperial eagle nests were found.

Seeking to monitor, map and
identify buffer zones for selec-
ted species, SABUKO installed
and maintained camera traps
within the Chachuna Mana-
ged Reserve.

_Biooliversity Monitoring

24 nestlings and 12 adult individuals were observed.

7 individuals were ringed.

GPS transmitters were attached to 2 individuals. About
60 camera traps were set for biodiversity research.

13 species of mammals were recorded in the territory.

269 species of birds were identified.

_Imperial Eagle

The Imperial Eagle has always been of interest to
SABUKO, pursuing monitoring and conservation of this
species since 2016. To ensure adequate protections
remain in place, SABUKO raised additional funds,
allowing them to expand existing advocacy strategies,
review relevant legislation, and take actions whenever
possible.

Eastern Imperial Eagle (Aquilla Heliaca)



Farmers Needs Asses

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the local farmers, SABUKO conducted a questionnaire to assess their
awareness, knowledge, and needs. The findings unveiled crucial insights. Notably, limited pasture availability
emerged as a significant challenge, affecting their ability to provide sufficient grazing for their sheep. The reliance
on export markets was identified as a prominent issue, necessitating exploration of alternative methods to sustain
economic activities. The survey also underscored the concerning problem of pasture degradation, emphasizing
the importance of implementing measures to restore and maintain healthy pastures. Additionally, access to water
emerged as a critical factor influencing sheep farming, highlighting the need for improved water availability and
management strategies. These findings played a pivotal role in shaping SABUKO's actions, which included capa-
city-building activities to address challenges and enhance farmers' knowledge in sustainable sheep farming prac-
tices. Incentives were also developed to support and encourage their participation in rotational grazing schemes.
By addressing these specific needs and challenges, SABUKO aimed to empower farmers, promote sustainable
practices, and contribute to the long-term success and resilience of the local sheep farming community.

To better protect the forest, SABUKO introduced carefully implemented
fenced watering corridors. This activity has ensured the reduction of
encroachment and better distribution of herds seeking water within the
forest.

INncentives

We initiated dialog with local farmers to introduce and explain the project, emphasizing the
challenges they were facing, and the ways in which cooperative activities would be
implemented. Compelled in part by the offer of incentives, 7 farmers agreed to participate in the
project, introducing a rotational grazing scheme onto up to 4500ha of farmed territory.
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Veterinary
Drugs/

Sheep
Care

Farmers involved in the rotational grazing scheme were provided veterinary medicines and included in workshops
emphasizing best practices for the care of their sheep.

To assist with the implementation of a rotatio-
nal grazing scheme, SABUKO constructed a
flood resistant bridge that connects two vital
pastures so that flooding doesn'tinterrupt the

farmers ability to move their sheep to vital
O t e r pasture lands.

To reduce the demand for water and minimize pressure on the lori river,
SABUKO arranged 13 water ponds and a well, giving local shepherds increa-
sed access to water forapproximately 6,000 sheep.






Monitoring

Several monitoring tools have been deployed to better
evaluate theimplementation and impact of rotational grazing.

‘ GPS Collared Sheep

SABUKO received 9 GPS trackers that were used to monitor the movement of sheep, impact
of the rotational grazing scheme, and enhance the understanding of sheep grazing
behavior.

Site Visits

Along with monitoring activities supported by GPS collars, several site visits were
organized with students to observe and record additional data that we used for the
elaboration of the pasture managementplans.



Drone Missions

Rotational Grqzing

Working with local farmers willing to sign a conservation
agreement and implement rotational grazing, coupled with
technical support and trainings as added incentives, SABUKO was
able to plan and implement rotational grazing on 4,500 ha. Using
600 ha as a site to test if our rotational grazing produced
observable changes to the pasture, compared to the current
grazing intensity, levels of biomass production and the positive
changes that rotational grazing introduced could be measured.

The use of drones has allowed SABUKO to better map the
grasslands with high-resolution images and create surface
models. This data provides a deeper understanding of the
functional relationship between grasslands and the
ecosystem as a whole and is an important contribution to the
database for sustainable managementplanning.
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Sustainable Development of
Chachuna Managed Reserve

To support the sustainable development of the Chachuna MR, we developed
management plans for Chachuna managed reserve, updated the management plan for

Vashlovani protected area and elaborated the draft version of Kotsakhura Emerald Site
Management Plan.
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European roller (Coracius garrulus)

Chukar (Alectoris chukar)

—cotourism Infrastructure

Little Bustard (Tetrax tetrax)

Caucasian agama (Paralaudakia caucasia)

SABUKO has developed an ecotourism
infrastructure for the Chachuna Mana-
ged Reserve. This effort, including the es-
tablishment of bungalows, tent sites, the
Vulture restaurant, and birdwatching ob-
servation points, provides revenues that
will support the ongoing administration
of these facilities and, more importantly,
expand the level of environmental pro-
tection that can be provided.




Capacity
Building

To increase biodiversity monitoring, environmental law
enforcement, and the sustainable use of pastures, SABUKO
has delivered a variety of training sessions, both onsite and
inthefield, to key stakeholders.

As part of their educational agenda, SABUKO developed a simply structured
board game for children. Its objective is for players to slip into the role of a Ge-

orgian shepherd, then learn and think about the challenges they face, steppe
ecosystems and ways in which conservation can be ensured.




“Development of ecotourism services is also carried out on
the spot through the efforts of SABUKO. For the lovers of bird-
watching, a wonderful observation spot has been arranged.
Tourists can watch unique species of birds living here, such as
the Eastern Imperial Eagle. Soon, the infrastructure will be
further improved and more hiking trails will be added to the
area.”

Natia Zurashvili - Representative of the administration of Cha-
chunaManaged Reserve.
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European bee-eater (Merops apiaster)

Documentary Flmmakin

SABUKO produced "Facing the Desert," the
first-ever documentary movie that describes
the ecosystem and remarkable biodiversity
that exists within the Chachuna Managed

Multimedia
—Xhipition

The well-known Georgian photographer - Natela Grigalashvili -
has been awarded the Endangered Landscapes Artist Residen-
cies and Arts Prize. As part of her lori Valley Artist Residency, she

— d l | COt | O n O | An | m Ot | O n has created a series of photographic images and multimedia
S— exhibition that artfully document and raises awareness of the

ecosystem and the environmental challenges being addressed
inthe Chachuna Managed Reserve.

SABUKO has prepared a short, animated film that, in response to grasslands that are facing the threat of deser-
tification, highlights the benefits of rotational grazing, stressing the conservation of natural resources and sus-

tainableland management.

Bu sehralasmamn sababi iglim
dayisikliyi il birlikd torpagum
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Seeking to increase the interest and involvement of lo-
cal and international students, SABUKO implemented
an internship program focused on conservation, pre-
servation, and restoration - providing fieldwork expe-
riences suitably aligned with theiracademic studies.

What's Next”

The restoration efforts made by SABUKO have contributed to the revitaliza-
tion of grasslands and gallery forests and achieved other key objectives.

Additionally, policy interventions have led to the establishment of a sustai-
nable legislative framework that will secure the protection and restoration of
crucial habitats, and migration corridors and promote sustainable pastora-
lism practices. They will also support widescale conservation and restoration
initiatives, including the responsible management of water resources in the
loriRiver.

Itis worth noting that, together with its partners, SABUKO is well-positioned
to expand the activities that cover the Vashlovani and Samukhi Protected
Areas, the Kotsakhura, and more.




Partner organizations

Project related knowledge fairs |




10 publications

Within the framework of the project the
following publications and reportage were
made:

1. The Role of Protected Areas in Sustainable Tourism Development Georgia -

bit.ly/46grGqF
2. Rapid Assessment of the Sheep Sector in Georgia- bit.ly/43TOeMx
3. Redefining Pasture Management in the lori River Valley - bit.ly/3qXYpAW
4. Life of the Shepherd - bit.ly/43Tdp 1K

5. Navigating Georgia's Complex Political Ecology in the Chachuna Managed
Reserve underlines the importance of gallery forest and grasslands in the
lori river valley - bit.ly/44bGe9i

6. Chachuna - What we have learned about its biodiversity - bit.ly/3Nq6PZm

7. SABUKO's activities for biodiversity monitoring in Chachuna MR - bit.ly/3r19ykz
8. Restoring Gallery Forest and Grasslands in the lori river valley - bit.ly/46ns3Qf
9. The biodiversity and uniqueness of the Chachuna MR - bit.ly/3NuQOwG

10. Simple heroes who are saving wildlife - bit.ly/3phX1IW
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