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OBJECTIVE

This replicability guidance document 
seeks to share the results and 
experiences of the project “LIFE for 
Danube Sturgeons” (LIFE15 GIE/
AT/001004) to enable a broader 
geographical effect and to contribute 
to saving sturgeon populations — or 
other (fish) species threatened by 
overexploitation — also outside the 
project area. 

Key topics of the project — which 
include involving fishermen in 
species monitoring and conservation; 
developing alternative income in rural 
communities in order to compensate 
losses due to harvesting prohibitions; 
volunteer patrols to prevent poaching; 
and investigating and fighting the 
illegal wildlife trade; among others 
— are presented and discussed in the 
document.

These issues can be highly relevant 
for organizations and institutions 
working in countries where sturgeons 
still exist in the wild, both within and 
outside of the European Union (e.g. 
Turkey, Russia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, China, etc.), and the 
project’s approaches, challenges and 
successes should be very useful. 

The shared information will also be 
valuable for countries where sturgeon 
populations that are extinct or no 
longer reproducing are being restocked 
(i.e. EU Member States such as Italy, 
France, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Poland, Baltic States), and where 
problems with poaching are expected to 
arise as the project progresses. 

For major caviar consumer countries 
like France, Germany or Switzerland, 
experiences and recommendations 
related to the market and to 
enforcement will be relevant.

And last but not least, some approaches 
will be transferable to work with other 
species groups, such as eels, or in 
the larger context of wildlife crime in 
general.
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1. LIST OF ACRONYMS 
ASC     Aquaculture Stewardship Council

AWP     Association for Wildlife Protection 

BIRN     Balkan Investigative Reporting Network 

CITES      Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora

CSR     Corporate Social Responsibility 

CV     Curriculum vitae 

DDBRA     Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve Authority in Romania

DNA     Deoxyribonucleic acid

DBR     Danube Biosphere Reserve in Ukraine

EAFA     Executive Agency for Fisheries and Aquaculture in Bulgaria

EU     European Union

EUR     European common currency - euro

GPS     Global Positioning System

HoReCa    Hotel, Restaurants, Catering - hospitality industry

ICPDR     International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River

IET     Impact Evaluation Tool - LIFE for Danube Sturgeons tool

IUCN      International Union for Conservation of Nature

IUU     Illegal, unreported and unregulated

IZW     Leibniz Institute for Zoo and Wildlife Research in Germany

LENA     LENA project - Local Economy and Nature Conservation in the Danube Region 

LI     Letter of intent

LIFE      LIFE programme is a EU funding instrument 

LIFE for Danube Sturgeons  Short name for the project “Sustainable protection of lower Danube sturgeons by   
     preventing and counteracting poaching and illegal wildlife trade”

M&E     Monitoring and Evaluation plan 

MOEW     Ministry of Environment and Water in Bulgaria

MoU     Memorandums of Understanding

MSC      Marine Stewardship Council 
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NGO(s)     Non- governmental organisation(s)

PIT     Passive Integrated Transponder

PhD     Doctor of Philosophy

RFID     Radio frequency identification 

QUR     Quarterly Reports; LIFE for Danube Sturgeons tool

SARS-CoV-2    Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 

Srbijašume    State Enterprise for Forest Management in Serbia

TOR     Terms of reference

VTT     Visit Tracker Tool - LIFE for Danube Sturgeons tool

WWF      World Wide Fund for Nature / formerly known as World Wildlife Fund

WWF CEE    WWF Central and Eastern Europe / formerly known as WWF DCP (WWF   
     Danube-Carpathian Program)

YOY     Young-of-the-year
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3. INTRODUCTION
3.1. REPLICATION DEFINED
In project and programme management, replication has 
been used as a tool for deliberate, systematic planning of 
similar interventions in new settings, but also as a modality 
to institutionalize success, making sure that previous 
knowledge and experiences don’t remain underutilized. 
In broad terms, “replication” refers to the attempt to re-
produce an activity / method / process in a new place / on 
a new topic, given its proven success in solving / addressing 
a problem / challenge across sites, whereas “replicability” 
is a quality and a norm (Guttinger, 2020). Compared to 
traditional project / programme implementation, replication 
is expected to be less expensive (in terms of costs) and / or 
less risky, as it harnesses knowledge and lessons learned 
from previous experiences, in order to build further success 
(whether this means growth or expansion). Moreover, apart 
from leveraging existing information, replicators add value 
and life to the existing model by fine-tuning the “recipe”, thus 
creating new knowledge and experiences. 

The concept of replication originates in the business industry 
in the 1990s, when companies were seeking to create 
competitive advantage by developing processes of imitation 
and transfer of knowledge and best practices to new sites or 
products. In this sense, replication was understood as a set 
of activities aimed at “the creation and operation of a large 
number of similar outlets that deliver a product or perform 
a service” (Winter and Szulanski, 2001). By the early 2000s, 
replication had become a rapidly expanding organizational 
model, followed by heavy-hitters such as McDonald’s, 
Starbucks, and IKEA, among others. The concept and 
its application had proven effective in allowing business 
growth and expansion and high turnout, as it did not require 
reinventing the wheel, but instead was based on the usage 
of already existing principles and templates set through the 
initial phases (pilots) of the business (Davies et al, 2010). 

What worked in business industries is also very valuable for 
many other fields. Replication approaches have also been 
applied in wildlife research and nature conservation, but 
not as widely yet. Replication of scientific studies conducted 
under differing conditions but producing similar conclusions 
give greater confidence in the generality of those findings. For 
nature conservation, resources are always very limited, and 
replication can reduce costs in setting up and implementing 
projects and have a higher chance of being successful in a 
shorter time frame.

3.2. INGREDIENTS AND STAGES OF REPLICATION
In the business environment, specialists have advocated 
for the replication of an idea or technology situated in 
between complexity and simplicity; that means, something 
that is simple and usable, but at the same time not too 
easily imitable by adversaries, so as not to lose competitive 
advantage on the market (Rivkin, 2001). However, in 
project and programme management (including the “LIFE 
for Danube Sturgeons” project), especially where nature 
conservation, sustainable economic growth, and / or 
human development are the main goals, such a business-
like approach is less clear-cut. This is because it is usually 
desirable for the replicable ideas to be implemented in 
many other different places (geographies) and by many 
other different actors (institutions, individuals), in order 
to maximize and multiply the intended impact on the 
beneficiaries (be it nature, society, or individuals). Hence, 
many times, programmers and managers will choose to 
replicate complex processes and activities, if the impact of 
such “imitations” is high. 

The geographical distance between the model to be replicated 
and the new beneficiary area has also been considered as a 
factor that can influence replication (Rivkin, 2001). Shorter 
distances can not only lower costs (especially related to 
transportation to the area), but also mean lower variation 
of key attributes of the place (socioeconomic, geographical, 
ecological characteristics), which, in this case, means greater 
ability to control the attributes through the experience of the 
initial pilots and increase the possibilities to implement the 
initial replication template successfully. However, in cases 
where such variations are inherent (where replication is 
required in various countries / continents), adaptation of the 
replication template and principles is key, in order to make 
the replicated idea relevant, useful, and usable in the new 
project area. 

Experience-sharing opportunities between the initial team 
and the beneficiary team can enrich the replication process 
significantly. Since implementing existing project ideas 
elsewhere involves significant knowledge and experience 
transfer, kick-off or periodical visits of the initial project team 
to the replication site can create a more effective and practical 
learning process (Rivkin, 2001).  

Certain key replication components (ingredients) have been 
identified and circulated within the scientific and practice 
communities, including project, programme, and business 
management (Winter and Szulanski, 2001; Rivkin, 2001; 
Ruuska et al, 2011). These include:

• the WHAT, referring to the information (knowledge) 
about the attributes of the activity / method / process to 
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be replicated;

• the HOW, referring to the approach / plan adopted for 
replicating those attributes and the resources / tools / 
skills needed to develop and implement the plan;

• the WHERE & WHEN, referring to the type of 
environment (time and space) where such attributes can 
work successfully. 

In the early 2000s, replication was described as a two-staged 
learning process that helps identify the information one 
needs to know in order to replicate the mode1  (Rivkin, 2001; 
Winter and Szulanski, 2001): 

• the EXPLORATION PHASE: In this initial stage, a 
company (or other actor) would first explore and refine 
the business model and its components. This involves 
the creation of a set of principles or a template for 
identifying the Arrow core;

• the EXPLOITATION PHASE: In a subsequent stage, the 
company / actor would then exploit the information (the 
Arrow core) fully and methodically, creating a mirror 
image of the initial model. This is where a replicator puts 
in practice lessons learned, principles, and templates 
from the initial pilot (project). 

Others, however, have seen these components from a 
reiterative, rather than sequential perspective, arguing 
that companies need to adapt to new contexts and local 
specificities in order to grow successfully and sustainably. 
In this sense, the replication path would first start with the 
development of a set of key principles (strategy) (phase 1), 
then continue with a pilot application of these principles, to 
test and adapt them to the new setting, thus creating a very 
general working model (phase 2). Based on these tests, a 
template for scaling up is developed (phase 3) and the model 
replicated (phase 4) (Davies et al., 2010). 

1Scholars have also named this type of information the Arrow core, after the Nobel prize winner Kenneth Arrow, who wrote on the development of new knowledge by doing (learning by doing).

© WWF-Lubomir-Hlasek
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4. REPLICATING EXPERIENCES 
FROM THE LIFE FOR DANUBE 
STURGEONS PROJECT
The quality of a non-profit project to be replicated is highly 
desired because replicating an already successful programme, 
project or curriculum can exponentially increase the impact 
of the activity and its sustainability. The replication strategy 
for “LIFE for Danube Sturgeons” acknowledges that the exact 
reproduction of activities and processes are unreasonable 
and inopportune when it occurs in socioeconomic and 
institutional environments that are dynamic and uncertain, 
or that differ from those in which the initial project took 
place. Replication is not and should not be just a simple, 
mathematical copy-pasted process of a standard recipe, but 
rather a course of actions that requires constant adjustments 
and various types and degrees of knowledge and skills to 
respond to local dynamics and to mitigate uncertainty. 

The present replication strategy makes reference to the 
initial stages of replication, namely the exploration of the 
replication elements and the creation of certain principles 
for replication (referred to as “replication ingredients”), 
based on lessons learned. The replication per-se (or the 
implementation of the replication strategy) will be then in the 
hands of non-governmental / governmental organizations, 
private actors and / or individuals who are interested in the 
case studies described in this document and who represent 
the main target audience of this replication guide. 

To support the replication of activities implemented under 
“LIFE for Danube Sturgeons”, the team has the responsibility 
to provide enough information to potential replicators for 
them to: (a)  determine whether the activity has the potential 
to address a need, and to assess whether the activity, once 
implemented, will contribute to a required outcome, such as 
protecting sturgeon populations outside the project area, and 
(b) understand what is involved in adopting the activity in 
terms of preparation, resources required, and processes for 
implementing it as it was designed.

4.1. REPLICATION STEPS
To structure knowledge and share recommendations gained 
in the project, the “LIFE for Danube Sturgeons” team has first 
tried to identify the steps of an effective replication. The steps 
are not all mandatory since some outcomes can be achieved 

at the same time but they build on one another and offer a 
learning curve.

It is important to note that defining success goes beyond 
achieved targets and being able to measure outcomes. Any 
described tool was designed for that specific project and for 
a specific set of indicators. In the below case studies, success 
is defined in terms of having an impact in the protection of 
sturgeons from overexploitation. However, replicated models 
should identify their own purpose and define their success in 
terms of conservation or capacity building.

Depending on the activity and the context, some activities 
can be qualified as successful and be identified as 
potential replication models from the early stages of the 
implementation. In other cases, defining success is a two-
step process: defining what is the expected success and 

DEFINE  
SUCCESS

CREATE THE 
CONTEXT 

 FOR 
REPLICATION

LEARN  
WHAT 

 WORKS

DEFINE THE  
AREA FOR 

REPLICATION

LEARN  
HOW IT  
WORKS

PREPARE 
REPLICATION 
DOCUMENTS

DOCUMENT  
HOW IT  
WORKS

REVISE THE 
BASICS

REPLICATION STEPS

DEFINE  SUCCESS

IDENTIFY PURPOSE CONFIRM REALITIES

DESIGN APPROACH ESTIMATE IMPACT

CONFIRM SUCCESS

DEFINING AND CONFIRMING SUCCESS

Figure 1. Replication steps

Figure 2. Defining and confirming success
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what is the actual success of the activity. The expected 
success is presented in the project proposal while the actual 
success is perceived and understood in later stages of the 
implementation.

Learning what and how it works are steps that mostly 
coincide with a significant part of the implementation phase, 
and therefore with the construction and adaptation of the 
activity to the realities of the field. However, the information 
gathered at this point is essential for the preparation of the 
replication documents.

“How it works” can be deconstructed by: a) identifying 
the core implementation steps / components and by b) 
identifying the core aspects that have played a direct or 
indirect role in making the experience worth replicating and 
without which the implementation of the activity / initiative 
/ method / process would not yield similar (or even better) 
results.

Documenting how the activities work can be translated 
in reports, charts, recommendations, memos, etc. produced 
by the implementation team. This is raw data that needs 
analysing. 

When analysing a successful activity, it is interesting to 
understand if the underlying assumptions were correct and if 
the successful model is the prototype or a fine-tuned replica. 
At this stage, revisions can be brought to the initial proposal. 
Here is where the implementers identify the actual success of 
the activity and they start analysing the raw data.

Developing materials for activity replication 
requires careful documentation throughout the project 
cycle (steps: what works, how it works, documenting), and 
taking into account that the documentation evolves as the 
implementation evolves through experience and feedback 
(step: revision). In the specific case of “LIFE for Danube 
Sturgeons”, a variety of tools to support and measure the 
activities have been created and used to measure the impact:

• an impact evaluation tool (IET) - a measure to assess 
the changes in the level of awareness, cooperation 
and commitment of each target fishing community, 
of each target enforcement authority, and of target 
market actors. The IET is based on a series of defined 
parameters that were rated from -1 (worst) to +5 (best), 
producing an overall figure. The rating was determined 
by the national project coordinators at the beginning, 
middle and end of the project, based on their own 
perceptions, data collected by their teams or consultants 
they’ve worked with, fieldwork or recorded visits, etc.

• a visit tracker tool (VTT) - a tool measuring the number 
of encounters with members of each target group to 
justify successful completion of the proposal goals 
and  indicators, and used internally to establish if 
the management approach was successful or needed 
amendments; also, to assess the project progress in the 

Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E) plan, and to assesses 
the IET levels. The VTT was filled in after each meeting 
with a law enforcement representative or market actor, 
or after each visit to a fishing community. 

• a quarterly update report (QUR) - a narrative report 
submitted every three months describing the efforts 
undertaken to implement the whole set of activities, 
and the results of the work. Each country’s QUR was 
accompanied by the proper updating of indicator 
monitoring tools, and followed by a regular call to clarify 
and amend the reported data. These descriptive reports 
were used to review the activities to the donor. 

• a baseline and endline questionnaire report - members 
of the target groups were approached at the beginning 
and the end of the project and were asked to answer 
a tailored questionnaire. The raw data collected from 
the three target groups in the four implementing 
countries was used by an external consultant to prepare 
a report assessing the knowledge, awareness level 
and commitment of these actors to contribute to the 
conservation of sturgeons.

• others: terms of reference (ToR); a monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) plan - updated every 3 months; yearly 
national communication plans - created every December 
for the upcoming year; spreadsheets used to keep track 
of the production and distribution of printed materials, 
of the production and distribution of gadgets, of media 
appearances and press releases - updated and submitted 
with each QUR; tool used to count the number of 
people reached by each and all newsletters targeting law 
enforcement authorities - updated and submitted with 
each QUR; tool used to count the number of visits to the 
project website. 

The replication document, using the above as primary data, 
was created in the second half of the project. Each activity 
presents and discusses key enablers for the replication of 
the activity by answering the questions below related to 
the success factors and required elements. These are the 
replication criteria of impact, acceptance and sustainability 
enclosed to each case study: 

• Did the activity show impact on the planned objectives, 
especially on the protection of sturgeons? - defines the 
success of the activity and confirms the impact.

• Is the activity seen as favorable by beneficiaries? - 
exemplifies the attitude of the main beneficiaries. 

• Are the outcomes relevant on a national, regional, 
international level? - provides examples of clear impact 
for the three levels or highlights progress.

• Has the activity provided training and sufficient access 
to information to its target group? - discusses those 
activities that provided training, either planned or 
unplanned at the proposal stage.
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• Has the activity provided transfer of ownership? - 
explains the handover phase or potential transfer 
of ownership, based on the expressed interest and 
commitment  of the beneficiaries.

• Has the activity established or encouraged networking? 
- discusses those activities that allowed exchange of 
information or collaboration among relevant actors from 
the same country or another. 

• Does the activity have the potential to outline policy 
proposals for better enforcement? - lists the efforts 
undertaken and successes achieved in the direction 
of changing or amending legislations, and where and 
approaches could potentially be used to this effect. 

• Does the activity have the potential to be replicated, 
and if so, by whom?  - explains the perceived potential 
for replication in the project area and / or estimates 
the potential for replication in range states based on 
knowledge of WWF offices’ strategies. 

• What are specific components that can be replicated? - 
lists specific sub-actions  / components / processes that 
can be replicated based on the information collected and 
shared by this general document. 

Defining the area for replication can be achieved 
through networking and communication with members 
of the WWF network and with other experts and projects. 
Before the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, the team had scheduled 
to invite experts from range states to share best-practices and 
experiences, and to encourage the ideation of new proposals 
contributing to the conservation of wild sturgeon stocks. 
The adaptive solution to this situation was the organisation 
of an online meeting called “Virtual ‘Study Visit’ to LIFE 
for Danube Sturgeons” on 25th November 2020 with the 
participation of 28 external guests. The meeting was attended 
by guests from the WWF network and from institutions 
focused on sturgeon conservation with the following 
sturgeon range states represented: Slovakia, Turkey, Italy, 
the Netherlands, France, Slovenia, Germany, Georgia and 
Croatia. 

Creating the context for replication means planning the 
timelines, adapting the materials, adjusting the project to its 
new implementation area.

The amount and type of information needed for replication 
will vary, depending on the scope and complexity of the 
activity, e.g. the comprehensive report prepared  on the 
market survey (Case Study 4) laid out the laboratory 
requirements and the scientific skills necessary. The 
information provided in this specific case study is available in 
a format accessible to project managers and administrators. 
The necessary skills needed for performing DNA and / 
or isotope testing and to interpret the results could be 
transferred for replicability via peer training within the 
scientific community (which already happened in the frame 
of this project, with Bulgarian experts getting training at the 
executive institutes in Germany). Other activities however 

involve practices, knowledge and skills that already exist in 
an organization and may be fully implemented in a relatively 
short time with few changes to support its implementation. 

Regardless of an activity’s complexity, there are some basic 
questions that need to be answered in order to plan for 
replicability, including: What is the activity and how does 
it work? Who are the implementers and the beneficiaries, 
and who needs to support the activity? What are the lessons 
learnt by the project team and by selected stakeholders? 
What are the conditions and the adjustments necessary for 
the target group? What resources (e.g., staff, funds, space) are 
needed? 

4.2. CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS OF THE 
REPLICATION STRATEGY
• Understanding if a “direct” or “conceptual” replication 

is the best way to proceed. A “direct” replication 
would have to a) use a similar methodology to a 
comparable target group and b) produce a smaller or 
bigger but comparable outcome. On the other hand, 
the “conceptual” replication would a) use a similar or 
adapted methodology, in an attempt to achieve b) a 
similar effect to the original activity. (Guttinger, 2020). 

• Probably the most challenging aspect of replication is 
finding a balance between precision (replicating the 
exact “template”) and learning & adaptation; we don’t 
always know exactly what the best information is (the 
perfect Arrow core does not exist) and so strict copying / 
precision may be damaging.

• The study of replication success showed a 39% success 
rate in the field of psychology,  42-75% in clinical cancer 
research, 61-89% in experimental economics and 62% 
in social sciences (Guttinger, 2020). The success of a 
replication activity can be affected by many factors. 
There is no perfect replication, because knowledge 
is complex and knowledge transfer is difficult and 
requires significant resources (human resources, time, 
technical skills, etc.). Replication requires specialized 
team members that invest enough time into uncovering 
what is worthwhile for replication / replicable and then 
into collecting the data from those colleagues who have 
worked on those replicable experiences / processes / 
methods. Replicating an activity that falls into more than 
one category (e.g. business plan development falls under 
economics and finance as a topic but under behaviour 
change and social studies as an activity) makes it more 
difficult to estimate the success when first planning. 

• Moreover, in an initial stage, one needs to be open and 
ready to consider a bundle of options and not to limit 
oneself to one or two experiences for replication; while 
this is more enriching, it also requires extra time and 
effort invested by project managers and programmers.
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4.3. SELECTING EXPERIENCES FOR REPLICATION
The project team sought to develop stand-alone (activity) 
replication models instead of a multicomponent (entire 
project activities) replication model because programme 
adopters may find it more feasible and desirable to 
implement single intervention components. The selection 
of the experiences suggested for replication was based on 
several criteria, also known as the “CORRECT” attributes 
(Glaser et al., 1983).

These are:

• Credibility (the experience is well-documented and there 
is sound evidence of success)

• Observability (the experience yields visible results, 
whether in the short or long run)

• Relevance (the experience responds to a current, 
pressing challenge in the society)

• Relative Advantage (the experience has visible 
advantage(s), even if costs are higher)

• Ease of implementation (does not require complex 
technology or processes)

• Compatibility (with the replicator’s values and vision but 
also with the local context)

• Testability (the replicator [or user] can test some parts 
[components] of the experience, without replicating it 
fully [entirely]). 

To provide basic information on the activity / method / 
process to be replicated, answering (some of) the questions 
below is essential:

• What are the objectives of the activity? - describe what 
was the activity / process about, with focus on the 
objectives, the scope and the need for this activity. 

• What was the area of implementation and what were the 
phases of the implementation? - define the target area, 
describe the exploration, exploitation and handover 
stages, and highlight outcomes.

• What were the components that contributed to the 
success or the activity? - summarize main elements of 
the implementation, advise on main contributors to the 
success of the activity and evidentiate proven solutions.

• Who was engaged in the activity / process? - define 
implementers and beneficiaries, partners and 
contributors.

• What tools / technologies were used? And what were the 
approximate implementation costs? - briefly mention 
technologies used, materials used or produced, and 
elements to be covered in the budget planning.  

• How does it answer the replication criteria of 
importance, impact, sustainability etc. - see the 
replication criteria listed in 4.1

The stand-alone activities identified as having highest 
potential for replication are:

Case Study 1: ‘Sturgeon Watchers’: Volunteer Patrols to 
Protect Sturgeons – as implemented in Ukraine

Case Study 2: ‘Sterlet belongs in the river, not on your 
plate’: A Media and Advocacy Campaign to Achieve a Catch 
Ban for Sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus) - as implemented in 
Serbia

Case Study 3: Involving Fishermen in Sturgeon Monitoring 
- as implemented in Bulgaria

Case Study 4: Trafficking of Critically Endangered 
Sturgeon - Evidence from the Lower Danube Region  — as 
implemented in the four countries in the project area, with 
the support of  IZW

Case Study 5: Developing Alternative Businesses in Fishing 
Communities to Decrease Pressure on Wild Sturgeons — as 
implemented in the four countries in the project area.

4.4. MAPPING OF REPLICABILITY INGREDIENTS 
(FACTORS)
Below is a preliminary checklist of enabling elements to 
consider during the initial conversations with the project staff 
that conducted the activity suggested for replication. These 
elements refer to: attributes of the source (the initial project 
setting), the resource team, the replicating team, and the 
replication context (social, economic, institutional, ecological 
- depending on the case).

• Procedural considerations (referring to the 
implementation norms and rules of the respective 
activity / initiative / method / process; e.g. How did the 
design of the activity / method affect implementation 
into various stages? How important was adaptation 
/ flexibility in managing the activity for achieving the 
desired objective(s)? What had to be changed and why?)

• Team composition (number of project staff, background, 
skills, knowledge, gender, etc.)

• Trust and cooperation needed among team members or 
between team members and beneficiaries of the activity / 
initiative / method / process

• Communication within the team or between the team 
and the beneficiaries of the activity / initiative / method 
/ process (e.g. was permanent [weekly, bi-monthly, 
etc.] communication a key factor for the success of the 
activity?)
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• Inclusiveness and level / frequency / intensity of 
engagement with the beneficiaries (authorities, 
fishermen, students, etc., depending on the case study 
analyzed)

• Participation of external actors

• Leadership

• Socioeconomic context of the community (wealth, 
unemployment, education level, etc.)

• Demographic conditions in the community (e.g. 
migration, population density)

• Political and institutional context of the country

• Training / capacity building of the participants 

• Accessibility of the area

• Language

• Existence of a facilitator (external or internal) for the 
activity / initiative / process

• Timing

• Other circumstances

© WWF - Doru Oprisan
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5. CASE STUDIES
The below summaries provide detailed information of 
implementation steps, of the components essential to the 
activity’s success and replicability criteria. 

‘Sturgeon Watchers’ volunteer patrols in Ukraine, the media 
and advocacy Campaign for a sterlet fishing ban in Serbia, 
and engaging fishermen in sturgeon monitoring in Bulgaria 
are the three activities identified as Case Study 1, Case Study 
2 and Case Study 3, respectively. These activities have been 
analyzed following a tailor-made structure, as explained in 
Chapter 4 above. The full versions of Case Studies 1, 2 and 
3 are attached as appendices 1, 2 and 3. For the purpose of 
evidentiating the replication potential, a structured summary 
is added in Chapter 5. 

The topic of Case Study 4 has been covered by a separate 
report with the purpose of demonstrating the occurrence of 
sturgeon trafficking in the Lower Danube Region, specifically 
in Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and Ukraine. The report 
‘Evidence for Trafficking of Critically Endangered Sturgeon 
in the Lower Danube Region’ was prepared by the LIFE for 
Danube Sturgeons’ project manager (Jutta Jahrl), the WWF 
Sturgeon Initiative Leader (Beate Striebel) and the two 
scientists who performed DNA and isotope analyses on meat 
and caviar samples (Arne Ludwig from the Leibniz Institute 
for Zoo and Wildlife Research, and Markus Boner from 
Agroisolab). The full report - available under https://danube-
sturgeons.org/projects-results/ - provides first-time evidence 
of the scale of poaching and illegal trade, including in wild-
caught sturgeons, in the Lower Danube region. Its findings 
were reached by combining official data on illegal fishing 
activities with the results of a large-scale market survey and 
wildlife forensic analysis. The report consists of a regional 
overview, which is followed by detailed sections for each of 
the four surveyed countries. For the purpose of evidentiating 
the replication potential, we are using a structured summary 
in Chapter 5. 

The topic of Case Study 5 - Developing Alternative 
Businesses in Fishing Communities to Decrease Pressure 
on Wild Sturgeons - has been covered by a separate report 
commissioned to an external consultant. The report 
‘Impact summary and assessment report of business plan 
development in fishing communities’ was prepared by the 
Romanian company Synerb Venture Catalyzer. It includes 
summaries and assessments of 11 business plans developed 
by WWF teams and the fishing communities from the four 
countries included in the project, an estimation of the socio-
economic impact of the proposed ventures, an assessment 
of the business process development for each country, and a 
summary of the challenges and the lessons learned by each 
country team involved in the process. The full report will 
not be made available publicly because it contains sensitive 
business data and competition analysis, and references to 

consultant performance and approach. For the purpose 
of evidentiating the replication potential, we are using a 
structured summary in Chapter 5. 

Although the reports on the activities forming Case Studies 
4 and 5 do not follow the structure, size and format applied 
for Case Studies 1, 2 and 3, the below summaries have been 
prepared to reflect the same elements: 

• an overview of the activity

• the methodologies (including the exploration, the 
implementation and the hanover)

• the results

• conclusions and recommendations

• components highlighted for replication.

5.1. CASE STUDY 1: ‘STURGEON WATCHERS’: 
VOLUNTEER PATROLS TO PROTECT STURGEONS 
IN UKRAINE (SUMMARY)
Overview

‘Sturgeon Watchers’ was undertaken in the Ukrainian 
Danube Delta from 2017 to 2020 as a network of volunteers, 
able to support enforcement agencies in their activities 
protecting migrating sturgeons. The volunteers received 
theoretical and practical training and attended field missions 
to protect sturgeons on their migration routes. 

The main objectives were: (1) to discourage sturgeon 
poaching; (2) to increase awareness among the local 
fishermen regarding sturgeon; (3) to monitor and ensure the 
safe migration of young sturgeon downstream to the Black 
Sea. 

Methodologies

1. The EXPLORATION PHASE defined: 

• the target area — around Vylkove, where most poaching 
was expected to take place; 

• the partners — initially the Danube Biosphere Reserve 
(DBR), the State Border Guard Service and the Odessa 
Fish Patrol; 

• the implementers — initially fishery and agriculture 
students from Kherson State Agrarian University and 
Odessa State Ecological University.

http://www.izw-berlin.de/en/home.html
http://www.izw-berlin.de/en/home.html
https://www.agroisolab.com/
https://danube-sturgeons.org/projects-results/
https://danube-sturgeons.org/projects-results/
https://synerb.org/


LIFE for Danube Sturgeons - Replication Strategy 2020

2. The IMPLEMENTATION PHASE

Three patrols took place between June 2017 and July 2019, 
with volunteers accompanying partner agencies in their 
enforcement activities, and assisting DBR scientists in 
monitoring natural reproduction of sturgeons. 

With each mission, the means of meeting the aims were 
continuously improved.

• Recruitment criteria. From the 2nd Mission onwards, the 
volunteering scheme included highly motivated people 
from various fields. Volunteers were screened more 
thoroughly to assess experience and personal motivation. 

• Training procedures. These were elaborated from on-site 
training (1st Mission) to tailor-made online training 
videos and presentations. 

• Length of patrols. Missions were generally five-day 
patrols. Due to the high number of applicants, the 3rd 
Mission was implemented as two consecutive five-day 
patrols, to cover the entire migration period of young 
sturgeons.

• Partners. Besides those listed at the exploration phase, 
the Black Sea Fish Patrol started supporting the activity 
from 2019. Scientists from the South Institute of Marine 
Ecology and Oceanography supported the scientific 
monitoring.  

• Awareness-raising. Volunteers also participated in the 
celebration of Danube Day (29th June), taking part in 
education activities. This created goodwill with local 
inhabitants and raised awareness of sturgeon. 

3. The HANDOVER PHASE

One unexpected outcome of the first three missions was 
the high level of interest shown by DBR, which agreed to 
gradually take over the scheme. In July 2020, DBR jointly 

organized the 4th Mission with WWF. The 5th Mission (in 
2021) is to be organized solely by DBR.

Results

• Creating interest among civil society to support 
sturgeon conservation. Information work with the 
partner universities raised interest among students in 
relevant fields. Additionally, the social media posts of 
a famous journalist and blogger who attended the 2nd 
Mission helped raise awareness and contributed to the 
high number of applications for the 3rd selection (96 
applications). 

• Volunteers bring added value to the authorities. 
Selection and training were improved from mission to 
mission to ensure that volunteers had the necessary 
background information and the required skills and 
motivation.

• Raising motivation and engagement among enforcement 
authorities. The motivation of law enforcement agencies 
for joint patrols and also for sturgeon protection 
increased considerably. Because several enforcement 
and monitoring bodies are involved in the training and 
field work, the ‘Sturgeon Watchers’ also contributed to 
improving inter-agency cooperation. This, in turn, has 
enhanced the control of poaching. 

• Illegal fishing prevented due to volunteer missions. In 
the 1st Mission, a stellate sturgeon (Acipenser stellatus) 
was freed from a fisherman’s net and released back 
into the Danube. In addition, increased awareness 
of sturgeon protection led to the resignation of the 
head of a local fishing company, who was suspected 
of involvement in poaching. In the 2nd Mission, joint 
monitoring resulted in the stop of the herring fishing 
season to protect sturgeons on their downstream 
migration. In the 3rd Mission, 3 out of 10 fishermen’s 
catches that were controlled by the joint patrols included 
sturgeons, and 5 adult stellate sturgeons were released.

• DBR taking over the volunteering scheme. One especially 
positive response from a partner agency was that of DBR, 
who agreed to take over the volunteering scheme.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© WWF-Ukraine - Tetiana Karpiuk 

© WWF-Ukraine
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Conclusions and recommendations

• Awareness-raising and volunteers can support the 
protection of sturgeon. Young sturgeons have a rather 
low market value and are caught only as bycatch. 
Therefore, awareness-raising and soft pressure through 
the volunteers were enough to obtain results.

• Participation of civil society can have a positive influence 
on law enforcement. Initially, most Ukrainian authorities 
did not cooperate on patrolling and monitoring. One 
outcome of the project is the increased cooperation in 
the missions and that agencies now work more closely 
together. 

• Transfer of ownership must be ensured to achieve 
long-term commitment. The transfer of responsibility 
from WWF to DBR points to a success in ensuring the 
sustainability of the project.

Components highlighted for replication: volunteer 
selection procedure; preparatory capacity building courses 
and material; winning support of local agencies; encouraging 
cooperation between agencies; transfer of ownership (to 
DBR), resulting in the project’s sustainability; awareness 
raising activities on site; media coverage by involving 
journalists.

5.2. CASE STUDY 2: ‘STERLET BELONGS IN THE 
RIVER, NOT ON YOUR PLATE’: A MEDIA AND 
ADVOCACY CAMPAIGN TO ACHIEVE A CATCH 
BAN FOR STERLET (ACIPENSER RUTHENUS) IN 
SERBIA  (SUMMARY)
Overview 

In 2016, all sturgeon species in all Lower Danube and Black 
Sea countries were fully protected, with one exception: in 
Serbia, sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus) were still subject to 
commercial and recreational fishing. They were sold at 
restaurants and markets, including in contravention of size 
limits or closed season restrictions, which placed pressure on 
vulnerable sterlet populations. 

To request a fishing and trade ban, two complementary 
campaigns were designed: (1) an advocacy campaign, 
targeting decision-makers in the fishing domain (the State 
Enterprise “Srbijašume”) and at a national level (the Ministry 
of Environmental Protection); (2) a multi-phase media 
campaign to raise awareness among civil society, and to gain 
support for the advocacy activities. 

Methodologies

1. The EXPLORATION PHASE defined: 

• the beneficiary — sterlet, although listed as “Vulnerable” 
(IUCN), could be caught legally in Serbia, unless smaller 
than 40 cm or in closed season; 

• the partners — the Association of United Anglers of 
Serbia, the Association of Commercial Fishermen 
of Serbia, the IUCN Sturgeon Specialist Group, and 
Srbijašume; 

• the target audience — decision makers (for the advocacy 
campaign) and the general public (for the media 
campaign); 

• the dissemination channels — media (mostly Facebook 
posts); public events (film festival premieres of the short 
film, Grabbers, and panel discussions); official addresses 
and meetings with governmental bodies.

Field data was compiled to support the request of the ban. 
It identified gaps in monitoring the sturgeon populations 
and in tracking product origins, and included reports from 
fishermen on diminishing sterlet populations and a scientific 
study on sterlet distribution and habitats. 

2. The IMPLEMENTATION PHASE: 

Advocacy campaign for the catch ban on sterlet. In June 
2018, the Ministry of Environmental Protection was sent 
an analysis of the sterlet situation in Serbia and an official 
proposal for a five-year catch ban. The letter was supported 
by the project’s partners, and favourably considered by the 
Assistant Minister. The desired results were achieved: in 
December 2018, the Ministry of Environmental Protection 
imposed a total and even permanent ban on the catch and 
trade ban of sterlet, with official start date 1st January 2019. 

Media campaign. This was implemented in five waves:

• December 2017, prior to St. Nicholas Day, when 
consumption of fish products peaks. Visuals of 
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fish species were published on Facebook for seven 
consecutive days, accompanied by the slogan “Small fish 
belong in the river, not on your plate”.

• June 2018, coinciding with Danube Day, visuals were 
posted on social media with the slogan “Sterlet belongs 
in the river, not on your plate”. The posts also detailed 
WWF’s request for a five-year sterlet ban and featured 
a video of an undercover visit to a Belgrade fish market, 
where undersized sterlet were sold. 

• December 2018. The upcoming start of the ban was 
announced through Facebook posts, printed and 
disseminated posters and a press release. 

• December 2019. The public was urged not to consume 
illegally caught fish, and to report suspicious sellers. This 
wave included social media posts as well as the Belgrade 
and Novi Sad premieres of the film Grabbers. 

• December 2020. The focus was on social media posts 
prompting the responsibility of restaurants and retailers. 

The campaigns were well-received. Visuals on social media 
achieved an average reach of 40,000 and were published in 
numerous media channels (e.g. 60 channels for the fourth 
wave). People reported undersized fish on sale in restaurants 
and stores in Serbia.

Results

• Introducing a sterlet-ban. A first successful step was a 
two-year sterlet fishing ban introduced in the fishing 
domains of Srbijašume in June 2018. In December 2018, 
the Ministry of Environmental Protection imposed a 
total ban on the catch and trade of sterlet for the entire 
Republic of Serbia. This ban took effect on 1st January 
2019 and is permanent, exceeding the requested five-
year period.

• Positive impact on Lower Danube sterlet stocks. The 
sterlet catch ban in Serbia is crucial for the entire Lower 
Danube region, which shares the same sturgeon stocks, 
and for the acceptance of sturgeon catch bans in other 
countries. 

• Raising public awareness. Moreover, the media 
campaign raised public awareness and engagement 
and provided the public with relevant and detailed 
information to make informed consumer decisions. 
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Conclusions and recommendations

• Understanding the decision-making process and 
hierarchy. Factors analyzed included: competencies of 
key players; procedures; hidden players; bottlenecks; 
potential partners. 

• Involving the Ministry of Environmental Protection. 
The Assistant Minister took a personal stand for sterlet 
protection and was instrumental in passing the catch 
ban.

• Creating ownership and supporting stakeholders. 
Partnerships were crucial at every stage (e.g. the 
involvement of fishermen’s associations, and Srbijašume 
facilitated decision-making and led to greater acceptance 
of decisions). 

• Creating ownership among the public. Raising awareness 
has huge potential to influence consumer habits. The 
five-wave media campaign was instrumental in this. 

• Using strong visuals and simple and recurrent messages. 
Virtual (and real) posters and the use of memorable 
slogans highlighted the idea that fishing small fish leads 
to depletion of stocks. The video of the market visit and 
the film Grabbers further reinforced this message. 

Components highlighted for replication: strong visuals 
and consistent wording of messages; media campaigns in 
successive, incremental waves; partnerships with journalists 
and media companies; use of various channels to reach a 
broad group of civil society; scientific studies as a sound 
foundation for the advocacy campaign; support of experts, 
public institutions and the affected target group (in this case, 
fishermen and anglers).  

5.3. CASE STUDY 3: INVOLVING FISHERMEN 
IN STURGEON MONITORING IN BULGARIA 
(SUMMARY)
Overview

The lack of empirical data on the status of Danube sturgeon 
populations poses a fundamental problem for effective 
sturgeon conservation. In the absence of systematic 
monitoring, alternative approaches have been tested: to 
involve fishermen in monitoring sturgeon. 

Two types of methods were applied with different 
(overlapping) groups: (1) targeted training in scientific 
ichthyological monitoring; (2) monitoring and reporting 
sturgeon by-catch via smartphone. 

Beside gathering data on sturgeon stocks, other aims were: 
to provide locals with marketable skills to supplement their 
incomes; to strengthen connections between fishermen and 

researchers and reduce skepticism of scientific findings (in 
particular falling sturgeon stocks).

Methodologies

1. The EXPLORATION PHASE defined:

• Key roles for working with fishermen. (1) Sturgeon 
Advocates (one for the Danube, one for the Black Sea), to 
gain trust and secure support for sturgeon conservation 
in regular visits to fishing communities. (2) Sturgeon 
Expert. An ichthyologist specialized in sturgeon 
conservation, to improve understanding of declining 
sturgeon populations, increase acceptance of protective 
measures, and train fishermen in monitoring methods.

• Target areas 
— training in scientific ichthyological monitoring. 
Four fishing communities along the Danube (Vetren, 
Tutrakan, Belene, Novo Selo), including participants 
from Lom and Gomotartsi. 
— smartphone monitoring. Fishermen in three 
communities along the Danube (Novo Selo, Belene and 
Vetren) and three areas on the Black Sea (Varna, Balchik 
and Burgas). 

• Target audience. Professional, licensed fishermen.

• Tested methods  
— training in scientific ichthyological monitoring. 
Theoretical training: introduction to methodology; 
sturgeon biology; identification; migration; other 
species of fish in by-catch. Practical training: use of 
nets; identification of catch; measuring and releasing 
specimens back into the river; sampling protocols; 

©WWF-Bulgaria
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eggs, larvae, and young fish. Implementers: WWF and 
project staff; external guests from BIOMARK (a US firm 
specializing in identification solutions) and the National 
Museum of Natural History of the Bulgarian Academy of 
Science. 
— smartphone monitoring. Smartphone usage 
agreements were signed; protocols were drawn up on 
how to send photos with detailed information on catch; 
follow-ups were made by phone to specify data. 

2. The IMPLEMENTATION PHASE: 

Training in scientific ichthyological monitoring (2017 to 
2019). 24 fishermen from the Danube region were trained 
over six sessions. More than 400 sturgeons were measured, 
registered, tagged and released. PIT (Passive Integrated 
Transponder) tagging became possible after training from 
BIOMARK, who even donated 100 PIT tags. One specimen 
tagged was a female stellate sturgeon with caviar: tracking its 
movements will provide information on breeding, wintering 
habits and migratory routes. 

Monitoring via smartphone (July 2018 to September 2020). 
Waterproof smartphones were distributed to fishermen: 
three phones in the Danube region and three in the Black Sea 
region. They covered different types of fishing: riverine and 
marine (with small-scale in Balchik, and larger-scale fishing 
in Varna). One phone for the Black Sea region remained 
with the Sturgeon Advocate, and fishermen from Burgas sent 
photos. The phones were distributed strategically: (1) to cover 
different regions; and on the Black Sea (2) to track the catches 
of fishermen working in shallow waters with small vessels 
and of a large fishing vessel in deeper waters; (3) to establish 
whether sturgeons get caught in hoist systems.

Results

• Enhanced knowledge of sturgeon. The data collected by 
smartphones (253 photos of 91 sturgeon specimens) and 
in training sessions has contributed valuable data for the 
entire Lower Danube region, which is fundamental for 
protection measures.

• Benefits for fishermen. The 24 fishermen trained in 
scientific monitoring can now be employed to support 
national or European monitoring programmes. Two 
fishermen were contracted to support monitoring 
activities in the Interreg project MEASURES.

• Changed perception of fishermen. The activities 
generated support from fishing communities, and 
encouraged ownership in conservation activities. 
After the project ended, fishermen wanted to 
continue reporting and signed agreements to keep the 
smartphones, which enabled them to do so.

• Impact on protection of sturgeon. Fishermen now 
release sturgeon by-catch and report this to WWF and 
responsible agencies through photos or videos. 

• Successful networks established. The project is a 
showcase for networking between groups, including 
fishermen, NGOs (WWF) scientific institutions, suppliers 
of technology (BIOMARK), and between EU-funded 
projects (LIFE for Danube Sturgeons and the Interreg 
project MEASURES). 

©WWF-Bulgaria
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Conclusions and recommendations

• Monitoring rare fish species is an urgent conservation 
requirement. As lack of staff and resources are common 
problems for state monitoring bodies in the region, the 
involvement of fishermen is highly effective, because it 
implies relatively low costs and can be applied in many 
regions for many freshwater and marine species. 

• Contact people with strong ties to the community. The 
project relied on the Sturgeon Advocates to gain the 
trust of fishermen. Frequent visits are essential, while 
prior knowledge of the area and a connection with the 
community are desirable. 

• Knowledge of sturgeon biology and migration patterns 
(for phone monitoring). When distributing the phones, 
sturgeon migration patterns should be taken into 
account, as these differ between the river and the sea.

• Collection of comparable data (for phone monitoring). 
To obtain data that can be interpreted, several full years 
should be covered. 

Components highlighted for replication: team 
members on-site, or making frequent visits to communities; 
theoretical and practical training, enabling fishermen to 
perform scientific sturgeon monitoring; training on use 
of tags; involvement of experts in identification solutions; 
training on the release of by-catch; smartphone monitoring 
by fishermen; appointing a team member responsible for 
receiving and collecting the photos and providing positive 
feedback to fishermen.

5.4. CASE STUDY 4: TRAFFICKING OF 
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED STURGEON - 
EVIDENCE FROM THE LOWER DANUBE REGION 
(SUMMARY)
Overview

A market survey of sturgeon meat and caviar demonstrates 
the occurrence of sturgeon trafficking in the Lower Danube 
Region, specifically in Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and 
Ukraine, and provides first-time evidence of the scale of 
poaching and illegal trade of wild-caught sturgeons.

Illegal fishing and trade in sturgeon products (meat and 
caviar) are cited as significant threats to many sturgeon 
populations worldwide. However, until now, substantiated 
data has rarely been available. 

A unique compilation of evidence revealed the threat of 
wildlife trafficking on the sturgeon populations of the Lower 
Danube Region by combining: (1) official data on illegal 
fishing activities from competent authorities; (2) the results 

of a large-scale market survey and forensic analysis of meat 
and caviar samples. 

In all four countries surveyed, fishing and trade of sturgeon 
was illegal in the timeframe of the survey (with the exception 
of Serbia, where the fishing and trade of sterlet larger than 40 
cm was legal until 1st January 2019). 

The survey ascertained whether the sturgeon products 
obtained were in fact from legal sources, or whether products 
from wild sturgeons were being sold illegally. The survey also 
examined whether CITES regulations (such as mandatory 
labels on caviar containers, indicating the species, source and 
geographical origin of sturgeon) were being respected. 

Methodologies

1. The EXPLORATION PHASE: 

Market survey sample collection. In all four countries 
surveyed, a total of 133 sturgeon samples were procured from 
October 2016 to July 2020 (82 meat samples and 51 caviar 
samples). The aim was to map the current market situation in 
the region, with a broad variety of retailers. The samples were 
then sent to Germany for forensic analysis.  

© WWF-George Caracas

© WWF Bulgaria - Borislava Margaritova 
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2. The IMPLEMENTATION PHASE:

DNA and stable isotope analysis. The samples were analyzed 
genetically in order to identify the sturgeon species or 
hybrids they derived from. They were also analyzed for 
isotope composition in order to assess whether samples were 
from wild or aquaculture sources. In several cases, also the 
geographical origin could be determined. This exceptional 
combination of two forensic methods enabled a first-time 
insight into the wide range of illegal activities targeting 
sturgeons. Details of how these were performed are provided 
in the report. 

Analysis of data authority on sturgeon trafficking. Official data 
was compiled from a range of sources on wildlife trafficking 
in all four countries, mainly from competent authorities 
(including police forces, fishing and CITES authorities). For 
this survey, reported incidents between January 2016 and 
May 2020 were considered.  

Results

The survey provides evidence that illegal fishing and trade 
in wild sturgeon products is happening on a regional level. A 
breakdown of the results is as follows:

• The isotope analysis proved that in all four countries, 
wild sturgeon products were sold, with 26 out of all 133 
samples (20%) proving to be wild. Of these illegally 
sourced samples, 25 were meat and 1 was caviar.

• 17 samples of caviar (13% of all samples and 33% of 
all caviar samples) were sold not in compliance with 
mandatory CITES regulations. This was due to illegal 
import into the country of purchase, being sold without 
mandatory CITES labelling, and having incorrect codes 
for species or country of origin.

• In several cases, information provided by suppliers 
(salespersons, waiters, etc.) was deceptive. In one case, 
meat sold as farmed was proven to be wild (“white-
washing”). In several other cases, the reverse was true, 
and products declared as wild proved to be farmed 
(“black-washing”). This points to a worrying consumer 
demand for illegal, wild-caught sturgeon products. Also, 
meat from European catfish or Nile perch was sold as 
sturgeon.

• Additionally, 176 cases of illegal incidents were recorded 
in Romania (69 cases), Bulgaria (61 cases) and Ukraine 
(46 cases). No data could be obtained for Serbia. These 
incidents included seizures of illegal fishing gear for 
targeting sturgeon, seizures of actual sturgeon in boats 
or nets of fishermen, transportation of poached sturgeon, 
and sale of caviar or meat of poached sturgeon.

Conclusions and recommendations

The report includes the following (non-exhaustive) list of 
recommendations: 

• Enhanced controls of domestic trade. These must cover 

all parts of the trade chain and different types of retailers, 
and should entail inspections where there is reasonable 
suspicion, which should be random and unannounced.

• Control of CITES caviar labelling requirements. 
Enforcement agencies in EU Member States need to 
make sure that any caviar container on the domestic 
market is labelled correctly. Recommendations for better 
labelling are also provided.

• Inter-agency cooperation and coordination. A number 
of different law enforcement agencies are responsible 
for the control of different parts of the trade chain. Close 
cooperation is essential, and while national authorities 
have started to establish formal or informal groups, this 
should be expanded.

• Increased border controls. Relevant national enforcement 
authorities should ensure that CITES provisions of 
sturgeon products leaving or entering their country are 
observed.

• State-of-the-art forensic analysis. There is a need for 
consistent controls of sturgeons and their products, using 
genetic and isotope analysis, in order to help detect illegal 
harvesting and trade.

• Finally, it is strongly recommended that this kind of 
survey be repeated in the Lower Danube region to help 
evaluate whether or not the situation changes, and if 
the measures taken have had a positive effect. Also, 
replication in other key sturgeon markets is essential.

Components highlighted for replication: combination 
of data from agencies and market surveys; combination 
of information on poaching and illegal trade; collection of 
various samples from diverse retailers; undercover approach; 
combination of genetic and isotope analysis to determine 
both species (incl. if sturgeon or just sold as such) and source 
(wild-caught or captive-bred). 

5.5. CASE STUDY 5:  DEVELOPING ALTERNATIVE 
BUSINESSES IN FISHING COMMUNITIES TO 
DECREASE PRESSURE ON WILD STURGEONS 
(SUMMARY)
Overview

Fishing communities have been facing fundamental 
challenges due to their high dependence on declining fish 
stocks, and economic alternatives being limited. This has 
led to poverty and depopulation in communities. A change 
is hampered by difficulties in accessing financial support, 
markets with fragmented and inconsistent institutional set-
up, and particularly by weak entrepreneurship. With a clear 
lack of other possibilities to earn a living, overexploitation of 
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wild fish stocks continues, and in some cases, this might even 
include the illegal catching of sturgeons. 

It is therefore an urgent requirement to increase economic 
and social stability in villages that are deprived of former 
income from sturgeon fishing. Opening up opportunities for 
substitute revenue, based on the specific local situations, will 
help to reduce pressure on wild fish stocks.

Methodologies

1. The EXPLORATION PHASE: 

The socio-economic situation of fishermen was evaluated in 
15 communities that used to fish sturgeons. Together with 
project teams, subcontracted experts visited the communities 
and assessed the availability of natural resources and the 
potential use of these. The evaluation included research 
and discussions with relevant local fishermen, mayors and 
municipality staff, business owners, tourism managers, etc.

This local context analysis showed similarities in all four 
countries: most of the selected fishing communities are 
in rather remote, underprivileged regions, which lack 
infrastructure and investment capacity and suffer from low 
living standards. Inhabitants have been going away to work 
or study, leaving behind elderly communities with lower 
levels of education, social capacity and entrepreneurship. 

2. The IMPLEMENTATION PHASE: 

Based on the local context analysis, the most suitable 
communities were designated for piloting activities on 
alternative income generation. In an exploration phase, 
workshops and personal meetings were organised with 
national project teams, external experts and community 
members. Ideas for activities that could provide alternative 
income were discussed broadly, and the most feasible ideas 
were selected. These ideas were further analysed, necessary 
information collected and business plans drafted. The 
plans were shared and discussed with fishermen and other 
suitable stakeholders in the communities. Their feedback 
was incorporated into the final business plans. These were 
provided to the community stakeholders, and potential ways 
to realize the business concepts were discussed. In the most 
feasible cases, small amounts of seed money were spent on 
equipment or a funding application. 

Each business plan includes an explanation of the product or 
service(s) that will be offered, how it will be promoted, the 
target groups and the competitors, the required investment 
budget and running costs, and how much income and how 
many jobs will be created.

Results 

• Eleven business plans were developed for nine 
communities in Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and Ukraine.

• Most proposed ventures focus on the hospitality and 
tourism industry. Sustainable tourism — partly based 
on sturgeons as natural heritage — was identified as a 

promising business opportunity for five ventures. One 
sturgeon exhibition centre and two production ventures 
were also proposed. 

• All business plans build on local capacities and resources 
available. Most ventures have the capacity to reach 
breakeven point in 2 to 5 years 

• The ventures are in different stages of development. A 
gastronomic point based on fresh fish in Romania was 
built and equipped and is now in the testing phase. A 
small grant was secured for training Bulgarian fishermen 
in customer care and business skills. Some ventures need 
to gather additional market information to formulate a 
compelling value proposal for their customers.

• A total of 35 seasonal jobs and independent earning 
opportunities would be created. A minimum of 27 
households and 75 people will be positively impacted by 
a significant income increase.

• Ownership over the alternative income generation 
activities could be fostered in most targeted fishing 
communities. This included active collaboration in 
developing ideas and in providing information. It 
also extended to business initiatives being set up by 
fishermen themselves, with support from the project.

Conclusions and recommendations 

• Grass-roots business development needs a patient 
approach and long-term commitment. Insightful 
engagement with the local communities and openness 
to acquire new working methodologies are likely to 
generate a higher success rate.

• Local leaders are key in creating ownership in 
communities. Building trust is sometimes difficult, but 
always crucial. Communities are often hesitant in the 
beginning and do not see business opportunities. The 
most progress was made where a local leader (often the 
head of the fishing association) endorsed a business 
plan and started getting active. However, in some 
communities proactive leaders and full venture teams 
have not yet been identified or formed.

• Start small and grow. Ventures are planned to be 
realistic, with rather low investment costs and small-
scale volumes projected for the start-up stages. They 
produce experience and confidence, attract additional 
funding and act as pilots for larger income generating 
activities.

• Income generation is difficult to ascertain. It is a 
common challenge in all ideation and incubation 
processes to determine how these ventures will generate 
(or if there is) enough market demand to reach a level of 
sales that would cover all the costs.

• Many business models, especially those based on 
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tourism activities, have a strongly seasonal aspect. This 
means that more work and income will be available in 
the summer months and less at other times of the year. 
This has to be considered in order to plan liquidity and 
cashflow needs, and to realistically determine the output 
that can be achieved.

• More detailed explorations of the target markets have 
to be conducted. This is necessary for a solid strategy 
to address the target market — such as the promotion 
strategy. It should include e.g. more specific drawing 
of customer profile, an approximation of addressable 
market, understanding the strength of the competition. 

• An incubation process should support the communities 
for the first steps. An experienced knowledge partner 
should provide ventures with hands-on support to 
successfully start their businesses.

The business plans 

BULGARIA

Target community: Nikopol (a town with rich historical and 
natural resources)

• Proposed venture: boat rides with fishermen on the 
Danube (boat trips to beaches or nearby islands; fishing 
trips with local fishermen presenting traditional fishing 
and sharing stories; boat trips with lunch at the beach, 
prepared by fishermen)

• Investment budget: app. 16,000 EUR (mainly for 
infrastructure, incl. purchase of 2 boats)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 153 
boat trips per season.

ROMANIA

Target community: Borcea (easily accessible, starting to be 
discovered as a tourist destination)

• Proposed venture: boat and e-bike services (guided 
boat rides and e-bike rental with different lengths and 
itineraries)

• Investment budget: app. 33,400 EUR, incl. infrastructure 
and salaries for 3 people

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 15 
full boat trips or 97 bike rentals per month. 

Target community: Fetesti (at the “Highway of the Sun” 
between Bucharest and Constanţa)

• Proposed venture: gastronomic point with freshly caught 
fish (offering 2 different daily menus, based on the local 
catches of the day)

• Investment budget: app. 13,700 EUR (incl. salaries for 3 
people, infrastructure, etc.) 

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 97 
menus per month.

Target community: Vadu Oii (a well-known fishing 
destination accessible by land and water)

• Proposed venture: lodging facilities and gastronomic 
point (cabins for recreational fishermen and gastronomic 
point offering 3 different daily menus)

• Investment budget: app. 74,600 EUR (mainly for 
infrastructure and salaries for 4 people)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 200 
menus per month.

Target community: Galati (big city with large and popular 
Danube water front)

• Proposed venture: boat trips on the Danube (3 types of 
boat rides, 1 including a meal)

• Investment budget: 21,200 EUR (mainly for purchase of 
a boat, salaries for 3 people)

© WWF-Apostol Dyankov
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• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 15 
full boat trips per month. 

Target community: Sfantu Gheorghe (traditional fishing 
village and up-and-coming tourist destination in the Danube 
delta)

• Proposed venture: guided boat trips in the Danube delta 
(different durations and itineraries)

• Investment budget: app. 20,200 EUR (mainly for 
purchase of a boat, salaries for 3 people)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 10 
full boat trips per month.

Target community: Jurilovca (established touristic 
destination accessible by land and water)

• Proposed venture: boat and e-bike services (guided 
boat rides and e-bike rental with different lengths and 
itineraries)

• Investment budget: app. 33,300 EUR (mainly for 
purchase of boat and e-bikes, salaries for 3 people)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 15 
full boat trips per month. 

SERBIA

Target community: Negotin (close to the Danube, several 
national parks and popular cycling routes)

• Proposed venture: Sturgeon exhibition centre and 
sustainable tourism (exhibition centre on sturgeons 
and the local tradition of sturgeon fishing; sustainable 
tourism packages for 1 to 8 days)

• Investment budget: app. 248,000 EUR (incl. salaries and 
infrastructure, excl. purchase or rent of exhibition space)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 

3,500 tickets for adults plus 7,800 tickets for pupils per 
year.

UKRAINE

Target community: Vylkove (in the Danube delta, with large 
ecological potential and abundance of natural resources)

• Proposed venture 1: Apple cider production (production 
facility, incl. visitor tours, and small shop)

• Investment budget: app. 6,600 EUR (mainly for 
purchase and installation of equipment and construction 
work)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 
572 litres of cider per month. 

• Proposed venture 2: Frog farming (production and trade 
of frog legs for the domestic market; a historic local 
industry until the fall of the Soviet Union; 98% of the 
frog legs are imported from Asian countries, imports 
increased by 741% in the first half of 2018)

• Investment budget: app. 9,700 EUR (for purchase of 
equipment, infrastructure works on the facility, frogs for 
reproduction, etc.)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 170 
kg of frog legs per month.

• Proposed venture 3: Living farmstead (a “living farm”, 
where guests can experience the traditional way of life, 
with access to a variety of options to spend time and 
explore nature and the local culture)

• Investment budget: app. 17,400 EUR (for repurposing of 
buildings as accommodation facilities, equipment, etc.)

• Financial projections: breakeven will be reached with 5% 
occupancy per month.

© WWF Ukraine - Mila Arsenyuk 
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6. LESSONS LEARNED AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR WORKING 
WITH PROJECT TARGET GROUPS 
In most nature conservation work, a good basis for communication with key 
stakeholder groups and their willingness to cooperate in project activities is 
a requirement for success. However, different target groups require different 
approaches, strategies and tools. For the cooperation with fishermen / 
fishing communities, law enforcement authorities, and retailers in order to 
protect sturgeon in the Lower Danube Region from illegal fishing and trade, 
the following recommendations summarise key experiences from two LIFE-
projects from 2012 to 2020:

6.1. FISHERMEN AND FISHING COMMUNITIES
Lessons learned and recommendations regarding working 
with fishermen and the development of alternative income 
opportunities / business plans in fishing communities: 

• Fishing communities seem to share the same profile 
across the four implementing countries: rather isolated 
communities, heavily burdened by socio-economic 
factors, such as low average income of the households, 
sometimes unable to cover all current expenses, unable 
to save or provide for unexpected costs, high migration 
levels and lack of local opportunities, scepticism toward 
newcomers and aversion to change.

• Building trust is a difficult endeavour that takes a lot 
of time and patience. Many first-time meetings get 
cancelled. The advised tactics to secure a discussion: 
visit fishing sites and landing points; visit local pubs and 
churches; pre-arrange meetings by phone, through other 
fishermen or authorities; attend the official meetings of 
fishermen associations; organise and attend local events, 
etc.

• It is not advisable to discuss difficulties, new ideas 
or opportunities before reaching a minimum level of 
personal relationship. The most efficient approach is that 
of appointing a project staff member as a unique contact 
person (e.g. ‘Sturgeon Advocate’) to engage in dialogue 
with fishermen, to respond to any worries or suggestions 
and to collect experiences. Allowing fishermen to express 
their personal worries and otherwise general complaints 
without showing judgment is essential. Sensitive topics 
should be carefully addressed, and contradictory 
discussions avoided. 

• The advised frequency for visits is every month or 
two. Checking availability and setting up meetings 
via text / phone, email or social media is required. 
Irregularity of field visits may result in loss of trust and 
disappointment.

• Where possible, the lead fishermen or fishing association 
president, or opinion leaders who are known to be more 
open should be approached first. For the development ©WWF Austria - Anton Vorauer
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of alternative income sources, these, and people with 
a business background and / or willing to explore 
alternative income generation activities are to be 
engaged. 

• The tone of the conversation should be informal, 
transparent and call for an equal-rights collaboration. 
The project contact person should explain the project’s 
objectives, expectations and means, and avoid setting 
unrealistic expectations. 

• Involvement of fishermen in project activities (e.g. in 
the release or monitoring of sturgeons) could turn initial 
scepticism into interest in collaboration. Some fishermen 
are active on social media networks e.g. upload videos 
/ photos of themselves releasing accidentally caught 
sturgeon. This way they can become positive influencers 
for other fishermen and encourage behavioural change. 

• Until the moment an alternative income venture is 
driven locally, the initiator (e.g. non-local, project 
or programme staff) should invest in acquiring the 
knowledge, skills and tools to activate the community 
and demonstrate an entrepreneurial attitude. This can 
be accomplished by working with external incubators or 
business consultants, if the initiating organisation does 
not identify these resources internally. 

• Selecting an external consultant to work on alternative 
income solutions for fishing villages should take into 
account two critical factors: 1) the consultant should 
spend enough field-time; 2) the consultant should 
develop a personal relationship with the community and 
adjust their communication style.

• Fishermen or fishermen associations may be interested 
in developing projects and applying for funding. 
However, it is very likely that they do not have the 
administrative capacity needed to set up a project or a 
funding proposal. Practical support or targeted training 
in project development and project writing could 
overcome this problem and, in addition, be a base for 
more trustworthy relationships.  

• The success of small-scale ventures, especially in their 
start-up stage, is often dependent on the drive of the 
leader. A roadmap is needed for the community leaders, 
otherwise it will be difficult for them to assume the 
ownership of the process. This capacity-building activity 
could be a proper mentoring process, a hands-on 
educational track, or support with fundraising or other 
capacity activities tailored to the person.

• In general, demonstration activities can be helpful 
in showing the fishermen a proposed venture (e.g. 
demonstration tours illustrating successful alternative 
tourism projects that are comparable in circumstances 
and scale). Also bringing together fishermen and 
entrepreneurs for an exchange of experiences could be 
beneficial.

6.2. LAW ENFORCEMENT AUTHORITIES 
Lessons learned and recommendations regarding efforts to 
improve law enforcement:

• It is very beneficial to involve key authorities in 
projects, already at the application stage, and give 
them the possibility to actively engage in the project 
(by stakeholder consultation as a preparatory action, in 
steering groups etc.). 

• Convincing authorities to collaborate openly can be 
achieved by demonstrating to the decision makers the 
direct benefits of the said cooperation - e.g. information 
and training materials that would allow them to better 
perform their tasks, training courses, participation to 
national or international exchanges and cooperation 
programmes - and the acknowledgement of their 
work at a larger scale. The regular (at least yearly) 
organisation of a steering committee or other exchange 
meeting to allow authorities active on the same topic to 
discuss recent developments and to network is highly 
recommended. In border regions, it can be very useful 
and is often much appreciated to organize meetings 
for law enforcement agencies on a transboundary level 
at least once a year - for coordination of efforts and 
exchange of experience. 

© WWF DCP Romania
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• It takes time to find the right contact people and, for 
any effort to be successful, a thorough knowledge of the 
hierarchy is essential to avoid skipping superior levels of 
authority and offending decision makers. In fact, contact 
with enforcement officials has often to be set up in a very 
formal and official way, e.g. through formal letters or 
requests to superiors. 

• Despite the need for a rigid start, the fate of a successful 
collaboration is linked to being able to build a trustful 
relationship, which requires repeated personal contact. 
All stakeholders - including different people of the same 
agency - should be called at least once to establish their 
level of interest and openness to communication. 

• Building a solid relationship with the officials can be 
done by encouraging them to act as focal points in 
the authority body of their employment for topics of 
their interest. Asking for their advice will prove to the 
interlocutor that their skills and opinion are being 
valued. However, when they fear that their personal 
opinion does not reflect the official position of their 
superior, it is essential to guarantee their anonymity and 
the confidentiality of the information entrusted. 

• Because of a large turnover rate in the enforcement 
authorities, it is crucial to establish good working 
relationships with several people from the same agency, 
and to ask the exit official to mediate the contact with 
colleagues equally willing to collaborate. 

• It would be wrong to assume that all officials have access 
to the same data and to rely on one department contact 
for precise data and fluid communication. Good contacts 
are needed in similar units from all institutions. 

• Effective work with institutions is a long process 
that should not be planned internally nor presented 
externally as bound to the lifetime of a project. Such an 
approach will be received with mistrust and will be seen 
as futile. The purposeful work to increase the capacity, 
knowledge and the commitment of the responsible 
institution should be a continuous effort.

6.3. RETAILERS AND OTHER MARKET-BASED 
ACTORS 
Lessons learned and recommendations regarding efforts to 
inform and engage market actors in order to ensure legal 
markets for sturgeons and sturgeon-related projects. 

• The starting point for negotiations with companies can 
often be found internally e.g. the business partnership 
department may already have established contacts with 
the sector. 

• Where no contacts have yet been established, initial 
meetings have to be organised through formal 
requests by phone or email, but it is essential to make 
the appointment with a decision maker. While large 
chains and international companies have a centralised 
management and dedicated person for marketing and / 
or corporate social responsibility (CSR), it can be more 
difficult to identify a contact person for small actors. 
Regular employees of markets / fish shops / aquaculture 
facilities or restaurants are often not the right people 
to approach because they are not acquainted with the 
company policies or are not authorised by management 
to change practices. 

• Although working with the biggest market actors may 
have a bigger impact in terms of geographical scope or 
customers, big companies in the project area are still 

©WWF DCP Romania
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reluctant to open up to NGOs because, in most cases, 
their approaches are incompatible. Networking at 
roundtables, trade fairs or business events has proved 
successful for WWF because its representatives were 
able to establish a personal contact and to explain the 
solution-oriented approach of WWF’s projects.

• As seen above, it is important to understand which 
type of actor to approach from the beginning, and to 
carefully prepare the approach strategy accordingly. 
Understanding the size of the business is equally 
important, so as to create an appropriate communication 
strategy. Communication with market actors has to 
follow business rules: the person making the contact 
should prepare an ‘elevator pitch’ that is concise, 
persuasive and points to a benefit to the market actor. 
The best competitive advantage that an NGO can offer is 
a solid communication campaign that creates visibility 
and access to a vast general audience. 

• Any printed material for these actors should briefly cover 
the threat posed by wildlife trade and the regulations 
applicable to them, and should not include information 
that is not essential or relevant. 

• The overall level of sustainability of European retailers 
varies greatly. Whereas there is a rising number of 
seafood partnerships with NGOs like WWF globally, 
in the four project countries, the sustainability efforts 
are still limited. In this region, consumers are less 

inclined to request sustainably produced products or 
brand accountability, and the market is dictated by price 
sensitivity due to various economic factors e.g. financial 
crisis, economic instability, etc.

• Where chains have already started to develop their 
portfolios towards sustainability and environmental 
responsibility — e.g. they offer certified products (MSC / 
ASC for fish) — this can be used as a good starting point 
for cooperation on species conservation and a suitable 
framework in which to start raising awareness on the 
requirements of the legal trade.

• It needs to be underlined that having legal and 
transparent supply chains is not only a matter of 
sustainability but also a matter of risk mitigation. 
IUU fishery and illegal sturgeon / caviar trade can 
be prosecuted and incur severe fines. The fact that 
regulations are not always controlled properly does not 
mean that retailers, fishmongers, wholesalers and the 
HoReCa business do not run the risk of being punished.

• On the other hand, engagement towards sustainability 
gives companies added value and competitive advantage 
that they can communicate to the public. Examples of 
this can be seen in markets such as Austria, Switzerland 
and Germany, which already have a long history of 
successful seafood partnerships.

©WWF - Bulgaria
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9. LIST OF APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1 
Case Study 1: ‘Sturgeon Watchers’: Volunteer Patrols 
to Protect Sturgeons in Ukraine 

 � What are the objectives of the activity?

“Sturgeon Watchers” was designed as a network of volunteers 
capable of supporting enforcement agencies in the protection 
of migrating sturgeons. Through this activity, members 
of civil society (originally the intended target group were 
students, but it was later expanded beyond this group) are 
expected to receive theoretical and practical training, and 
to attend field missions to protect migration routes during 
YOY migration. Inspired by “Sturgeon for Tomorrow”, a 
measure undertaken in the USA to protect Lake Sturgeons in 
Wisconsin, the approach was tested in the Ukrainian Danube 
Delta. 

The objectives of this activity as identified in the proposal 
were: 

i. to discourage sturgeon poaching

ii. to increase awareness among the local public 
— especially fishermen and their families — on 
sturgeon related issues 

iii. to secure the safe migration of youngsters 
downstream to the Black Sea. 

At the proposal stage, the organization of at least two 
missions in the lifetime of the project, and the involvement of 
a total of 30 volunteers in the migration season (spring and 
autumn) were estimated. The planned scope of the activity 
was to monitor the riverbanks and migration routes, and to 
report potential evidence of poaching to fishing inspectors. 
The activity relied on the involvement of civil society to 
monitor wild sturgeons and to operate the volunteer network 
as an informal alert-system. The idea was to have no public 

association with fish inspectors, but rather involve this group 
as neutral observers. 

 � What are the implementation steps?

I. The exploration phase: In the first phase of the project, 
which took place from late 2016 to early 2017, the following 
elements of the activity were defined:

• the target area – most poaching was expected to occur in 
the area of Vylkove.

The activity was implemented in the Ukrainian Danube Delta, 
in the Kiliya Rayon of Odessa Oblast. Field work took place in 
Vylkove, a town located on the Danube, 220 km from Odessa, 
whose population does not exceed 10,000 people.

The city is often called the “Ukrainian Venice”, because of the 
numerous water channels that come up to homes and farms. 
Vylkove is located inside the Danube Delta marshlands, 
which makes grain growing almost impossible. Consequently, 
fishing in the Danube, the Delta lakes and in the Black Sea is 
the main occupation of the local people.

© WWF-Ukraine / Inna Hoch 
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Approximately 600 fishermen are active in Vylkove. Also, the 
headquarters of the Ukrainian Danube Biosphere Reserve 
(DBR) is located in Vylkove. 

• the partners – the formal involvement of the DBR, the 
State Border Guard Service and the Odessa Fish Patrol. 

While being inspired by the USA project, the activity needed 
to be tailored to the realities of Ukraine. The purpose of 
“Sturgeon for Tomorrow” is to assist fisheries managers in 
the rehabilitation of lake sturgeons, to advance education, 
and to facilitate scientific research. Unlike lake sturgeons, 
sturgeons in the Danube Delta cannot be seen spawning. 
Furthermore, the few confirmed spawning sites are upstream, 
so a targeted positioning of volunteers is not possible in the 
Ukrainian project area. In addition, sturgeon poaching is a 
far greater threat in Ukraine than in the USA, and the danger 
to volunteers is considered much higher. Therefore, it was 
necessary to opt for closer cooperation with law enforcement 
agencies. This was undertaken mainly by joint patrols 
between border police inspectors of the Vylkove department 
and selected volunteers, in order to guarantee the safety of 
volunteers. 

• the implementers – students of the partner universities, 
Kherson State Agrarian University and Odessa State 
Ecological University. The universities (with which 
Memorandums of Understanding were signed) helped 
WWF in selecting the first group of students to take part 
in the implementation of the activity. 

For the activity to have a strong impact, the involvement 
of highly motivated and skilled volunteers was essential. 
The first mission was set up with the formal involvement 
of selected universities as “student ichthyology practice”. 
Therefore, the first implementers were fishery and 
agricultural students. From the second mission onwards, the 
implementers were highly motivated people from various 
fields, who were selected based on a list of criteria.

II. The implementation phase: With each mission, the 
purpose and means of undertaking the activity were better 
defined. 

First Mission 26th – 30th June 2017

Besides the partnership identified in the exploration phase, 
the South Institute of Marine Ecology and Oceanography 
was also involved as a partner for the volunteering 
scheme. External trainers, scientists and representatives of 
enforcement agencies provided the on-site training to the 
selected volunteers. The PRIDE program2  staff was involved 
in the instruction of the first Sturgeon Watchers class.

During the five-day operation of 2017, the Vylkove Border 
Police and Odessa Fish Patrol took the nine students on their 
boats for regular patrols. Students learned about sturgeons 
and sturgeon protection in Ukraine, about DBR’s work and 
CITES, as well about the diversity of the Pontic-Caspian 
relics. 

The First Mission proved successful from the start. During 
patrols, a four-year-old stellate sturgeon (Acipenser stellatus) 
was freed from a fisherman’s net and released back into the 
Danube, in accordance with the legal requirements. 

See more: http://danube-sturgeons.org/sturgeon_watchers_
in-ukraine/

2  The Pride Program combines climate-, geo- and bio- sciences and is conducted by 15 Early Stage Researchers. PRIDE has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
research and innovation program under the Marie Sklodowska-Curie grant agreement No 642973. From 2015 to 2019, PRIDE scientists investigated the evolution and demise of lake systems 
and biota in the Black Sea, Caspian Sea and surroundings. 

© WWF-Ukraine / Inna Hoch 
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Second Mission 25th - 29th June 2018  

In the second year of implementation, both the target area 
and partnership followed the same structure. However, the 
selection criteria and process were updated. The selection 
criteria defined for this mission were: knowledge of biology, 
ichthyology and/or ecology; experience in volunteering; 
personal motivation to take part in field missions. Thus, the 
selection process was no longer restricted to students but to a 
general public who met the criteria.

Eleven well-motivated volunteers were selected. Before 
attending the field practice, they received an online training 
tailored by WWF staff that covered: 

• conservation work in the Danube Delta

• rules & regulations regarding sturgeons

• sturgeon identification. 

This preparatory part was undertaken before the mission 
to maximize the field time of Sturgeon Watchers. Training 
videos and presentations were specially produced for the 
online course.      

During the five-day mission, Sturgeon Watchers joined 
the patrols of fish inspectors and border police, stopped 
every fishing boat and checked types of nets, catches and 
documents. The scientific monitoring of sturgeons was 
performed alongside Danube Biosphere Reserve scientists. 
The volunteers registered three young sterlets (Acipenser 
ruthenus) and one young beluga Sturgeon (Huso huso), 
which indicates natural reproduction in the Lower Danube. 
Scientists from the South Institute of Marine Ecology and 
Oceanography supported the monitoring process. However, 
the absence of other sturgeon species is a strong indicator 
of the critical condition of wild sturgeon populations in the 
Danube River. 

See more: https://danube-sturgeons.org/three-young-sterlet-
and-a-baby-beluga-registered-during-sturgeon-watchers-
mission-in-ukraine/ 

Third Mission 23rd June – 6th July 2019

In 2019, the selection process for the Third Mission as well as 
the program and scope of the mission were further defined, 
and the field time was extended to two weeks. The third year 
saw two consecutive missions, each covering five-day periods. 
The main reason behind the increment of the implementation 
period was to cover the entire migration period of young 
sturgeons.

For this mission, the training materials were perfected (a 
series of short videos) and the training procedure was further 
elaborated. A two-step selection and training process were 
adopted. At first, a call for participants was launched online 
inviting potential participants to submit a CV and letter of 
intent (96 applicants). Thirty eligible applicants were invited 
to attend an online course and to take a test assessing their 
knowledge of sturgeons, as well as their motivation. Eleven 
volunteers plus one photographer were selected to attend the 
field mission. Before joining the Fish Patrols, the selected 
Sturgeon Watchers attended a further theoretical and 
practical training, which covered the details and practicalities 
of the mission. The two five-day missions were attended by 
six participants each. On one of the missions, the sixth person 
was a photographer documenting the activities. 

The objective of the field work was to identify and retrieve 
illegal nets. Four law enforcement/administration agencies 
supported the operation: Border Guards, the Odessa Fish 
Patrol, the Black Sea Fish Patrol (an important agency that 
did not previously support the activity) and the Danube 
Biosphere Reserve. Scientists from South Institute of Marine 
Ecology and Oceanography supported the monitoring 
process. 

Outcomes:      

• By July 2020, four missions had taken place, with 
the involvement of 34 volunteers. With the Fourth 
Mission organized in the summer of 2020, despite the 
problematic SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, the planned targets 
of the mission (both the number of missions and the 
number of volunteers engaged) were exceeded. For the 
third selection process, the number of people that were 
trained was higher because the selection process implied 
the theoretical training of all shortlisted candidates. 
Thus, by July 2020, the project had already trained 53 
people. 

• The first three missions coincided with the celebration 
of the Danube Day (29th June). Accordingly, volunteers 
supported in the preparation of an exhibition, of 
education activities, as well as contests and quizzes for 
children. They made close contact with the inhabitants of 
the community and acted as ambassadors for sturgeons. 
Sturgeon Watchers missions raised the local awareness 
of sturgeon-related issues. 

© WWF Ukraine - Mila Arsenyuk 
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• The success of the Sturgeon Watchers activity can be 
defined as the official involvement of enforcement 
agencies in the implementation, and their openness to 
collaborate with research institutes and NGOs in creating 
a volunteering program. An unexpected but highly 
welcome outcome was the high level of interest shown by 
the DBR, who agreed to gradually take over the scheme, 
ensuring its sustainability beyond the project life cycle. 

III. The handover phase: The Fourth Mission was 
planned as a shift of responsibility towards the Danube 
Biosphere Reserve. DBR was expected to host volunteers at 
their premises and act as co-organizer of the entire mission. 
Additionally, to anchor the activity in the community, the 
plan was for outsiders to work alongside locals. The gradual 
increase of responsibility of DBR in the organization ensured 
their ownership of the volunteering scheme after 2020.

Fourth Mission 5th – 10th July 2020 

The Fourth Mission was co-organized alongside DBR but 
because of the pandemic it was not promoted as heavily as 
the previous rounds. Despite these conditions, 21 candidates 
submitted applications. Three applicants were selected and 
attended the training that covered: 

• Delta biodiversity and fish species

• an introduction to the work and procedures of the 
Danube Biosphere Reserve

• an introduction to the work and procedures of the 
Vylkove Department Border Police and of Odessa and 
Black Sea Fishery Patrols

• practicalities for the field mission. 

For medical reasons, only two volunteers joined the patrol 
alongside fishing inspectors and DBR. 

The main objective of this mission was to record the presence 
of young belugas released by WWF-Bulgaria in June 2020. 
The fact that scientists and volunteers only caught four 
small stellate sturgeons indicated the successful, though late 
spawning of this year. 

A second objective was to identify and remove illegal fishing 
gear, and to check catches. For the first time since 2017, 
fishermen allowed volunteers to enter the premises where 
fish were being sold to companies. This could be a breaking 
point, since gaining a better understanding of each other’s 
work is essential for the future of the volunteering program.  

© WWF Ukraine - Tetiana Karpiuk 
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 � What are the key steps (components) for achieving the objective(s)? (Table 1)

First Mission

(26 - 30.06.2017)

Second Mission

(25 - 29.06.2018)

 � Agreement with universities:
• MoU with Kherson State Agrarian University and 

Odessa State Ecological University
• Universities involved in volunteer selection
• Ichthyology practice
• 9 students selected.

 � Agreement with authorities: DBR, Border Police, 
Odessa Fish Patrol 

 � 5-day mission
• On-site training by scientists and experts
• Patrols with Border Police and Odessa Fish Patrol 
• Monitoring with DBR 
• Scientists from the South Institute of Marine Ecology 

and Oceanography supported the monitoring process  
• Danube Day event/celebration

 � Call for participants:
• Driven by WWF
• Volunteering program
• Criteria refined: (practical experience, knowledge, 

motivation).
 � Selection of volunteers:

• 50 applicants
• 11 volunteers

 � Online training:
• Theoretical training
• Tailored videos and presentations. 

 � Agreement with authorities: DBR, Border Police, 
Odessa Fish Patrol 

 � 5-day mission
• Practical training
• 1 journalist/blogger
• Patrols with Border Police 
• Monitoring with DBR 
• Scientists from the South Institute of Marine 

Ecology and Oceanography supported the 
monitoring process  

• Danube Day event/celebration

Third Mission 

(23.06.2019 - 06.07.2019)

Fourth Mission 

(05 - 10.07.2020)

 � Call for participants 
• Driven by WWF
• Volunteering program
• Criteria: (practical experience, knowledge, motivation)
• CV + LI application
• 96 applicants
• 30 applicants shortlisted

 � Online training and selection:
• Online courses (videos and presentations)
• Selection test
• 11 volunteers
• + 1 photographer

 � Agreement with authorities: DBR, Border Police, 
Odessa Fish Patrol, Black Sea Fish Patrol

 � Two 5-day missions
• Theoretical and practical training
• 1 photographer 
• Patrols with Border Police, Odessa Fish Patrol, Black 

Sea Fish Patrol 
• Monitoring with DBR
• Scientists from the South Institute of Marine Ecology 

and Oceanography supported the monitoring process  
• Danube Day event/celebration

 � Call for participants:
• Driven by WWF & DBR
• Volunteering program
• Criteria: (practical experience, knowledge, 

motivation)
• CV + LI application
• 21 applicants
• 3 applicants shortlisted 
• Online training and selection:

 � Online training and selection:
• Online courses (videos and presentations)

 � Agreement with authorities: DBR, Border Police, 
Odessa Fish Patrol, Black Sea Fish Patrol

 � 5-day mission
• 2 volunteers
• Patrols with Border Police, Odessa Fish Patrol, Black 

Sea Fish Patrol 
• Monitoring with DBR
• Visit to selling point
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Components essential for success:

1. Creating interest for Sturgeon Watchers among 
the civil society to find suitable volunteers, and 
respect among the community

The project utilized targeted information work with 
universities and students of relevant scientific fields; in this 
case, working with Kherson State Agrarian University and 
Odessa State Ecological University. This collaboration was 
planned in the exploration phase to create interest among 
fishery students. A Memorandum of Understanding was 
signed. The two universities had a major role in selecting the 
students for the First Mission (2017).   

However, students with no work experience proved a less 
motivated group. Therefore, from the Second Mission on, the 

volunteering scheme was no longer limited to students.

Social media posts familiarized the public with the activity 
and boosted their interest. In fact, the social media posts of 
a famous journalist and blogger who attended the Second 
Mission in 2018 are to be partly credited for the large number 
of applications received during the third selection (96 
applications).  

From 2017 to 2019, Sturgeon Watchers supported the 
implementation of Danube Day (29th June) activities in 
Vylkove. Their active involvement helped raise general 
awareness on sturgeon-related issues and created a positive 
image of their missions among locals. The volunteers were 
very present in the community (also wearing branded 

Figure 3.  
Components essential for success

© WWF Ukraine - Tetyana Karpiuk
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t-shirts), which triggered a good deal of discussion and put 
a spotlight on sturgeons and their protection. Residents 
appreciated the interest and dedication of people from 
other parts of the country, which contributed to them 
acknowledging the nature conservation value of their native 
sturgeons. The 2020 mission was initially planned to also 
include locals and capitalize on this interest. Due to the 
pandemic, this was not possible. 

2. Selecting and training volunteers to perform 
as field experts in order to bring added value to 
monitoring and patrolling by the authorities

As the volunteer profiling evolved, understanding of what 
materials are needed and how to develop them evolved at 
the same rhythm. During the First Mission, students learned 
from on-site lectures as well as from observation. For the 
Second Mission, WWF produced and shared tailor-made 
online materials (videos and presentations) and project 
information. A further adaptation in the Second Mission was 
that volunteers received a theoretical training prior to the field 
mission. Preparatory material thus saved time that could then 
be spent on patrols and being present in the community. 

Starting with the Second Mission, volunteers had to prepare 
for the selection using the provided materials, and were 
required to include a motivation letter in the application. This 
guaranteed that only motivated people joined the mission 
and came with the necessary background information. 
The selection was open to volunteers with knowledge of 
ichthyology, biology, ecology and/or with a strong drive to 
assimilate the necessary knowledge in the preparation phase. 
It turned out that the best candidates were not students, but 
professionals from various fields with a strong sense of civic 
duty. 

A training program was set up in several steps (an online 
training course and testing for the selection of candidates; 
theoretical training of Sturgeon Watchers; and practical 
training of Sturgeon Watchers). This allowed the field 
involvement of those candidates who had acquired the 
necessary information and showed potential. This way, 
the Sturgeon Watchers could act as a valuable resource for 
authorities who are often understaffed. 

Furthermore, the online theoretical training not only served 
for the selection of candidates, but also increased awareness 

regarding the situation of sturgeons and the work of 
enforcement agencies. 

3. Building interest among enforcement authorities 
to collaborate with each other and with volunteers, 
and building the capacity of the Danube Biosphere 
Reserve to take over the volunteering scheme

DBR was involved in the field work from the beginning 
with DBR scientists coordinating sturgeon monitoring in all 
missions. 

DBR benefits from an increased awareness among locals 
and civil society nation-wide regarding the Danube Delta 
biodiversity, and from increased visibility of its day-to-day 
operations. In particular, DBR receives support in monitoring 
activities and in Danube Delta patrolling. 

Contact between DBR and the Romanian Danube Delta 
Biosphere Reserve Authority (DDBRA) was developed. 
A study visit took place to the Romanian Danube Delta, 
consisting of ten rangers and the deputy head of DBR. This 
visit facilitated an exchange of experience between the two 
authorities.

There was continued assessment of DBR’s resources and 
planning, with the aim of organizing a Sturgeon Watchers 
mission with DBR.

The gradual handover procedure was initiated. The Fourth 
Mission was organized jointly by WWF and DBR. The Fifth 
Mission is to be organized by DBR (after the end of the 
current project).

Best practice was shared and there was a handover of 
materials and procedures to DBR to enable them to take over 
the volunteering scheme.

The authorities involved in the project acknowledged the 
valuable support provided by Sturgeon Watchers. The Black 
Sea Fish Patrol did not support operations at the beginning, 
but started to do so during the Third Mission. Because 
several enforcement and monitoring bodies are involved in 
the training and field work of these students, the Sturgeon 
Watchers missions contributed to improving and enhancing 
the procedures for monitoring poaching in the Danube Delta.

© WWF Ukraine 
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 � Who are the implementers and beneficiaries of 
the activity?

Implementation body: WWF-Ukraine. However, the direct 
beneficiaries have been involved in the preparation and the 
implementation of the activity. 

Beneficiaries: First of all, the direct and foremost 
beneficiaries are the sturgeon stocks. Sturgeon Watchers 
missions succeeded in reducing sturgeon by-catch, in 
emphasizing the value and importance of sturgeons, and 
demonstrating ways that they can be protected. Sturgeon 
monitoring has led to an increased knowledge of sturgeons, 
as well as higher occurrence rates of certain species. DBR 
inspectors have been able to patrol more frequently, and the 
joint patrols have enabled better protection, especially during 
the migration period. 

The administration and enforcement authorities such as 
the DBR, the Border Police, the Odessa Fish Patrol, and the 
Black Sea Fish Patrol are also direct beneficiaries. The team 
facilitated the cooperation of these institutions. It has become 
clear that the Ukrainian fishing rules in the Black Sea and 
the Administrative Code of Ukraine need to be amended 
to allow a transversal approach. This volunteering scheme 
has provided these institutions with well trained, motivated 
collaborators. More importantly, the WWF team is planning 
to transfer the ownership over to the Danube Biosphere 
Reserve, with the aim of using this program to better monitor 
the spawning success, and to better protect sturgeons on their 
way back to the Black Sea. 

Kherson State Agrarian University and Odessa State 
Ecological University were beneficiaries of the first mission. 
The fishery and agriculture students acquired specialized 

training and field work experience. Also, the South Institute 
of Marine Ecology and Oceanography has collected data 
during sturgeon migration monitoring.

Indirect beneficiaries: Vylkove fishermen and fishing 
community. The multiplication of monitoring and patrolling 
parties, as well as the participation of civil society in these 
activities are all aimed at deterring poachers. 

 � What tools/ technologies were used? What are/
were the implementation costs?

 - Equipment necessary: boats (supplied by enforcement 
authorities or DBR), life-jackets, binoculars, GPS-device. 

 - Gasoline costs: approx. 700 EUR for a five-day mission 
with patrols every day

 - Equipment acquired: eight life-jackets (35 EUR x 
life-jacket), five binoculars (Approx. 2,000 EUR x 
binoculars) and a GPS-device (Approx. 200-1000 EUR x 
GPS / camera).

 - Materials produced: training video, training 
presentations. 

 - Other materials used: sturgeon identification guide and 
video, caviar labelling guide and video, project t-shirts / 
gadgets

 - 100 EUR x Sturgeon watcher – travel, accommodation 
and board costs

 - 100 EUR x person preparation & implementation staff 
travel, accommodation and board costs

© WWF - Lubomir Hlasek
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Replicability Criteria (Table 2)

CRITERIA

Did the activity have an impact on the 
planned objectives, especially on the 
protection of sturgeons?

Sturgeon Watchers proved to be a very useful approach to 
protect the downstream migrations of sturgeons. One of the most 
dangerous phases in the sturgeon life cycle can be covered by 
Sturgeon Watchers’ operations, because young sturgeons have 
a low price and are caught only as by-catch. Raising awareness 
on a local level, the presence of volunteers, and soft pressure 
are enough to obtain positive results. However, the migration of 
adult sturgeons from the Black Sea up the Danube needs to be 
protected by law enforcement authorities, since their high market 
value — especially of female sturgeons with caviar — attracts 
criminal elements that volunteers cannot be exposed to.

After the First Mission in 2017, the general attention and 
dynamics raised by the Sturgeon Watchers led to the subsequent 
resignation of the director of the local fishing company suspected 
of organized sturgeon poaching.

Is the activity seen as favorable by 
beneficiaries?

DBR’s representative started communicating with DDBRA 
Romania as a result of their participation in the Sturgeon 
Watchers missions. This led to synchronized fishing bans (with 
the exception of herring) in the Danube Delta, coordination 
meetings and an experience exchange (for DBR rangers, in 
2019). The Head of DBR, Mr. Voloshkevich, acknowledged that 
the improved cooperation of various state agencies as a direct 
outcome of this activity.

Are the outcomes relevant on a national, 
regional, international level?

- National: The project demonstrates potential to approach 
conservation and monitoring transversally, and to amend 
legislation (e.g. four amendments were included in the Black Sea 
Fishing Code), etc.

- Regional: Sturgeon Watchers has led to improved cooperation 
in the Danube Delta with the Romanian counterparts, potential to 
improve conservation and monitoring practices, etc. 

- International: A civil society volunteering scheme coordinated 
by a public institution is a desired outcome in other areas.  
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Replicability Criteria (Table 2) 
Continue

CRITERIA

Has the activity provided training and 
sufficient access to information to its 
target group?

The target groups of the activity are interested members of the 
civil society, who are willing to volunteer in a field mission to 
protect endangered animals, the so-called Sturgeon Watchers. 

Volunteers received presentations and videos about: sturgeon 
threats, general scientific information about sturgeons, sturgeon 
protection in Ukraine, relevant legislation, the history of 
Vylkove, plus other materials produced in the project (sturgeon 
identification guide, caviar labelling, etc.).

The instructions consisted of over 25 hours of theoretical training 
and approximately 20 hours of practical training in boats in the 
first mission. In the following missions, the training structure 
included: self-study in the application phase; group training; 
presentations and instructions from authorities for selected 
volunteers. All materials are available on the website of WWF-
Ukraine.

Has the activity provided transfer of 
ownership?

In 2017-2019, DBR staff provided volunteers with theoretical and 
practical information on sturgeon monitoring. 

DBR and WWF negotiated a plan that implies allocating more 
responsibilities to DBR staff from the fourth mission in 2020, 
with the aim of DBR acting as the host of the Sturgeon Watchers 
and co-organizing the mission. WWF provided money for food 
and assured the overall management (logistic coordination will 
fall under DBR). In 2021, DBR is to organize the Fifth Mission 
outside the project cycle. 

Has the activity established or 
encouraged networking? 

DBR attended a cooperation workshop with Romanian DDBRA in 
Ukraine (May 2017) and its representatives (ten rangers and the 
deputy head of DBR) attended an exchange program (July 2019) 
in the Romanian Danube Delta. This exchange strengthened the 
capacity of DBR rangers to organize and conduct patrols.

Moreover, every mission was constructed as a partnership. This 
resulted in bringing together universities (only the First Mission) 
and a research institute, civil society (in this case, students and 
volunteers), enforcement authorities and WWF. The involved 
parties are: Danube Biosphere Reserve, Vylkove Border Police 
and Odessa Fish Patrol, Black Sea Fish Patrol, Southern Scientific 
Research Institute of Marine Fisheries and Oceanography, 
Kherson State Agrarian University and Odessa State Ecological 
University, the EU funded PRIDE project, Vylkove visitor center, 
etc. 
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CRITERIA

Does the activity have the potential 
to outline policy proposals for better 
enforcement?

Because most of the Ukrainian authorities involved did not 
cooperate on patrolling and monitoring before, the project 
underlines how local and central policies that encourage and 
fund transversal cooperation should be encouraged. 

Sturgeon Watchers missions shed light on the importance 
of transversal cooperation, and have provided positive 
reinforcement of their responsibilities. This could lead towards 
policy improvement. 

The project team boosted cooperation between the various 
institutions, making their representatives understand what 
legal changes should be proposed — starting with the “Black Sea 
Fisheries Rules” and ending with the Administrative Code of 
Ukraine.

Does the activity have the potential to be 
replicated, and if so, by whom?

The activity can be adopted in the same format by the Romanian 
Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve Authority or the Romanian 
National Authority for Fishery and Aquaculture. Both countries 
are understaffed in terms of inspectors. For example, 15 
inspectors cover the Romanian coast of the Black Sea, and seven 
of them are in charge of the Romanian Danube Delta. 

Another way to expand the activity could be to organize a mixed 
Sturgeon Watchers mission (Ukrainians and Romanians) that 
could be partly covered by the European solidarity corps (only 
Romanian participants are eligible).

What are specific components that can be 
replicated?

- Volunteer selection criteria and procedure 

- Preparatory capacity building courses and material

- Winning support of local agencies

- Transfer of ownership and sustainability

- Awareness raising activities on site

- Media coverage by involving journalists 

Replicability Criteria (Table 2) 
Continue
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APPENDIX 2
Case Study 2: ‘Sterlet belongs in the river, not on 
your plate’: A Media and Advocacy Campaign to 
Achieve a Catch Ban for Sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus) 
in Serbia 

 � What are the objectives of the activity?

At the beginning of the “LIFE for Danube Sturgeons” project 
in 2016, out of all sturgeon species in all countries of the 
Lower Danube and Black Sea, sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus) in 
Serbia was the only one not fully protected. Although severe 
population declines had been observed, it was still subject 
to commercial and recreational fishing. Additionally, wild-
caught specimens were sold at markets and in restaurants, 
often in contravention of size limits or closed seasons.

This led to increased pressure on the vulnerable sterlet 
populations in Serbia, and also impaired the acceptance of 
sturgeon protection measures in the other countries. It was 
difficult for fishermen in Bulgaria or Romania to understand 
why they should refrain from catching sturgeons while it 
could still be done legally across the border.

Following an analysis of the legal situation in Serbia and of 
the status of sterlets, it became clear that a fishing and trade 
ban should be formally requested. Plans were made for two 
complementary campaigns to achieve this: an advocacy 
campaign, targeted at decision makers in the fishing domain 
(“Srbijašume”), as well as at the national level (Ministry of 
Environmental Protection); and a multi-phase escalating 
media campaign, targeted at raising interest among civil 
society and potential consumers of sterlet, to persuade them 
to support the advocacy activities.

 � What are the implementation steps?

I. The exploration phase: 

• the beneficiary

Sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus) is the smallest of the Danube 
sturgeons. It lives entirely in freshwater and, unlike other 
sturgeons, does not migrate to the Black Sea. It is the most 
widely distributed sturgeon species in the Danube River basin 
and is listed in the IUCN’s Red List of Threatened SpeciesTM 
as “Vulnerable”. While strictly protected by a catch and trade 
ban in all other countries of the Lower Danube Region before 
2019, in Serbia it could still be caught legally, unless below 

40 cm or in closed season. However, these restrictions were 
often neglected and sterlets were sold as wild, even when they 
were smaller than 40 cm, and during closed season.

• the field data - compiling a document with scientific data 
to support the request of a ban.

Among the findings of the preparatory work for activities 
targeting law enforcement authorities performed under 
action A2 of the “LIFE for Danube Sturgeons” project, the 
team identified significant gaps: in monitoring the existing 
population of sturgeons, and a lack of capacity to track 
product origins. Capturing fish below the legal minimum size 
prevents the population from recovering or from becoming 
stable and self-sustaining. Because it is extremely difficult 
for the relevant institutions to monitor the catch, many 
restaurants, markets or shops were openly including sterlet 
smaller than 40 cm in their offer. They were often promoted 
as wild-caught from the Danube. Therefore, one of the strong 
recommendations of the “Law Enforcement ‘landscape’ 
in Serbia” study, produced under activity A2, was the 
introduction of a permanent fishing ban for sterlet of five or 
more years, aimed at enabling the survival of this indigenous 
fish in inland waters.

Also, when the team began to work with fishermen (project 
action B1), the dire status of sterlets became evident. Many 
commercial and sport fishers reported that fewer and fewer 
sterlets could be caught, and that most specimens were below 
the allowed catch size.

In this context, the Serbian team secured a grant from 
WWF-Netherlands to map both historic and potential 
spawning sites of sterlet. Throughout the second half of 2017, 
Dr. Miroslav Nikčević, Ph.D. and Dr. Branislav Mićković, 
Ph.D. analysed scientific papers to assess the distribution of 
sterlet in the Serbian freshwater ecosystems and the types of 
sterlet habitats. A detailed map including the average water 
temperature, sediment granulometry and water depth was 
produced. The two scientists then analysed 20 years of catch 
data and fishing area management plans. The official catch 
data was completed with information from 25 commercial 
and leisure fishermen and five fish wardens. Interviews with 
these stakeholders revealed overfishing, an increasing online 
trade in sturgeons, and increasing availability of wild sterlet 
in restaurants and markets. As a result of this work, specific 
habitats that are important for the biological needs of sterlet 
were identified, as well as a list of threat factors and proposed 
protection measures. More importantly, it became clear that 
the drastic loss of the sterlet population in Serbia indicates 
that the existing protection regime is not sufficient for the 
conservation of the endangered wild sterlets.

This fundamental study was a key element in convincing 
representatives of fishermen and anglers of the need for an 
official request to the Serbian Ministry of Environmental 
Protection for a permanent sterlet fishing ban. The results 
of the study were later presented throughout the fishing 
community. Among the fishermen, the study was presented 
through social networks as well as at meetings, such as the 
annual meeting of United Anglers of Serbia.

• the partners - A series of stakeholders worked together 
for the introduction of the ban. Finding themselves in a 
unique situation, commercial fishermen supported the 
introduction of a catch ban on exploitable fish resources. 

Print screen first page of Balkan Insight website



LIFE for Danube Sturgeons - Replication Strategy 2020

Ujedinjeni ribolovci Srbije, the Association of United Anglers 
of Serbia. This institution has strongly supported the efforts 
of WWF Adria in Serbia, by distributing materials and 
visuals, and also in the advocacy campaign. As an official 
partner, they greatly contributed to the filming of a secret 
customer visit, and to the production and dissemination of 
visuals. 

Asocijacija alasa Srbije, the Association of Commercial 
Fishermen of Serbia. In March 2017, commercial fishermen 
sent a written request for a five-year fishing and trade ban to 
the Ministry of Environmental Protection. They highlighted 
the urgency by pointing to the dramatic decrease in the sterlet 
population. At the end of the five-year ban, the ban would 
have been either prolonged or revoked by a commission upon 
scientific monitoring data. Equally important, an invitation 
was launched for a stakeholder meeting to discuss the best 
options for sterlet protection. They received no reply. 

IUCN Sturgeon Specialist Group. IUCN supported the media 
campaign organised by WWF and more importantly, the 
official request submitted to the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection of the Republic of Serbia for a sterlet ban. 

State Enterprise “Srbijašume” - this public institution 
supported the research study prepared by WWF and was 
open to dialogue with the project team. Their inspectors 
helped confirm the location of sterlet habitats, working 
alongside commercial and recreational fishermen. 

• the target audience - two different layers: decision 
makers (the target audience of the advocacy campaign) 
and the general public (the target audience of the media 
campaign).

The campaign targeted decision makers, in this case the 
Ministry of Environmental Protection of the Republic of 
Serbia (formerly, Ministry of Agriculture and Environmental 
Protection), which had the power to ban sterlet fishing 
irrespective of size or season. The 2017 study produced 
sufficient evidentiary support to justify a strong reply from 
the authorities. However, the campaign was extended to the 
general public to secure the support of this wider audience in 
requesting a sterlet ban. Additionally, any positive decision 
from the authorities would need to be announced to the 
public in order to lead to a more responsible consumer 
choice. In this sense, the general public was both a second 
target audience and an indirect partner in the efforts to 
obtain a permanent ban. 

• the dissemination channels — three different channels: 
1) mainly online media (for the general public), 2) official 
addresses and meetings (for the authorities) and 3) 
events (bringing together the general public and law 
enforcement representatives). 

Social media and regular media outlets

 - Facebook posts. Eighteen visuals were released on 
Facebook from November 2017 to December 2020 
with an average reach of 40,000 per post. WWF-Serbia 
and WWF-Adria Facebook pages have around 25,000 
followers each. 

 - Video of an undercover visit to a market in Belgrade. 

Produced by WWF Adria in Serbia, Greenfield 
production and Dragan Gmizić. It showed how easy it 
was to buy sterlet under 40 cm. The social media post 
had a reach of nearly 80,000. 

 - Press releases. When in December 2017, around 20 
online media channels published the news, the sterlet-
ban campaign was re-posted by more than 50 outlets, 
including news agencies, popular newspapers and TV 
stations. With each media campaign, a larger number 
of media outlets, some of them more popular with the 
public, became interested and used the release. 

Public Events

 - “Grabbers” documentary premieres. Two events were 
held in Belgrade (1st November 2019), within the movie 
festival of the Association for Wildlife Protection (AWP); 
and in Novi Sad (6th November 2019) at the Institution 
for Nature Conservation of Vojvodina Province. 

 - Panel discussion on illegal fishing and sterlet 
conservation. With the participation of a representative 
of the Ministry of Environmental Protection, a 
representative of the Secretariat for Urbanism and 
Environmental Protection of Vojvodina Province, the 
project Sturgeon Advocate and the movie director. The 
discussion accompanied the Belgrade premiere of the 
movie “Grabbers”. 

Official addresses and meetings with relevant governmental 
bodies 

 - Official letter to the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection requesting a five-year sterlet fishing and trade 
ban in Serbia. This was submitted in June 2018 and was 
accompanied by a scientific study on the situation of 
sterlet in Serbia. 

 - Regular meetings and workshops with representatives of 
institutions responsible for the application of regulations 
in the field of fish stock protection. Around 30 meetings 
were held (2017-2020).

II. The implementation phase: 

Advocacy campaign for a sterlet catch ban

On 27th June 2018, the analysis of the situation of sterlet in 
Serbia was sent to the Ministry of Environmental Protection, 
along with the official proposal to establish a temporary 
catch-ban as a conservation measure for sterlet (Acipenser 
ruthenus). While scientists suggested a 10-year sterlet 
fishing ban, the partnering fishermen preferred a shorter 
period. Therefore, the joint proposal requested a total catch 
ban of five years. Based on the analysis of the status of the 
sterlet and the drastic decline in the population, the ministry 
recognized the necessity to intensify the protection regime of 
this species as a means of enabling the survival and recovery 
of this valuable indigenous species in the rivers of the 
Republic of Serbia. As there is currently no comprehensive 
analysis of the populations of the sterlet in the territory of 
Serbia, and as there are well supported reasons to conclude 

http://www.ujedinjeniribolovcisrbije.rs/
http://srbijasume.rs/en/
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that the sterlet population is subject to intensive fishing 
pressure, including poaching, urgent and immediate 
application of the precautionary principle and the principle of 
conservation of natural resources seemed necessary.

This letter was supported by the United Anglers of Serbia, by 
the Association of Commercial Fishermen of Serbia, and also 
by the IUCN Sturgeon Specialist Group.

In 2018, WWF Adria in Serbia team members held several 
meetings with representatives of the State Enterprise 
“Srbijašume”, which manages the Danube fishing area 
as well as the Mlava and Belgrade fishing areas, and with 
representatives of the Ministry of Environmental Protection. 
Of great significance was the support of Ms. Jasmina 
Jović, Assistant Minister in the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection, who was highly amenable to the scientifically-
based arguments for a sterlet fishing ban. She also accepted 
the invitation to attend and give a speech at the “European 
Sturgeon Conference” organised by ICPDR in Vienna, Austria 
(July 2018). 

As a result of the good cooperation:

 - in early June 2018, State Enterprise “Srbijašume”, 
introduced a two-year temporary ban on commercial 
and recreational fishing of sterlet. The temporary change 
in the fishing regime was introduced in their Annual 
Management Plans of the aforementioned fishing areas. 
This was an important success factor for the campaign 
and a first step towards a total catch ban in the whole 
territory of Serbia.

 - on 7th December 2018, the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection published the “Ordinance on measures for 
preservation and protection of fish fund” n. 94/2018 in 
the Official Gazette. This imposed a total and unlimited 
sterlet catch and trade ban. The ban is in fact permanent 
because this legal act has no expiration date. The official 
start date was set as 1st January 2019.  

Media Campaign

To support the advocacy campaign, WWF Adria in Serbia 
implemented a Media Campaign for the general public in five 
waves.

Figure 4.  
Phases and elements of the campaign
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1) 2017 – Seasonal campaign focused on sustainable 
use of fish stocks 

The Facebook campaign lasted from 11th to 19th December, 
throughout the fasting season prior to St. Nicholas Day, 
which is celebrated in the Serbian Orthodox Church on 19th 
December. During this period, the consumption of fish and 
fish products is at a peak. The media campaign, conducted 
in partnership with United Anglers of Serbia under the 
slogan “Small fish belong in the river, not on your plate”, 
included sterlet and beluga, as well as other Danube fish 
species. The online posts specifically targeted localities along 
the Danube. 

Following a press release that launched the campaign, for 
each of the seven days, a visual of a different species was 
published on Facebook. The release was published in 22 
media channels, mostly online. The two sturgeon visuals 
received the most reactions of the entire campaign. In fact, 
the sterlet visual had a reach of 39,870, more than 1,000 
likes and almost 200 shares. The beluga visual had a reach 
of 21,071, around 800 likes and 62 shares. 

People reaching out through comments expressed that they 
did not know it was illegal at the time to buy a sterlet under 
40 cm, or that beluga were under a permanent fishing ban. 
Most of them confirmed they had witnessed these fish on 
sale in restaurants or stores in Serbia. 

In their Serbia campaign, WWF-Adria found that even 
though consumers are told that eating fish is the healthiest 
practice, in most cases they are not informed about the 
origin of the fish nor of its quality. As a result, they are not 
able to act in full knowledge.  

Through this general campaign, WWF wanted to show:

• the consequences of illegal fishing

• the lack of reaction from the responsible authorities

• the lack of knowledge of restaurant and store owners 
regarding Serbian legislation

• the lack of knowledge of consumers regarding Serbian 
legislation.                                                  

Visual 2  
Small fish belong in the river, not on your plate. Sterlet legal 
catch size is 40+ cm.

Visual 3  
Small fish belong in the river, not on your plate. Beluga is 
covered by a permanent fishing ban.

2) 2018 – “Sterlet belongs in the river, not on your 
plate” campaign

The second phase of the campaign took place from 25th to 
28th June 2018, and this time was focused on sterlet. The 
2017 study by WWF had shown that sterlets were being 
poached intensively, and that the combination of overfishing 
and habitat destruction posed a significant threat, leading 
to the species extinction. The campaign adopted once more 
a simple slogan – “Sterlet belongs in the river, not on your 
plate”.

In earlier interactions with the public, the project team 
had noticed that people rarely see their actions as a threat 
to animals. Nevertheless, in the case of sterlet in Serbia, 
overfishing can directly trigger a decrease in population. 
Therefore, the illustrations used a sterlet on a plate. 

Focused on WWF’s social media pages (Facebook and 
Instagram), the online campaign used three visuals and a 
video. The aim was to gain public support and to inform 
the general public about WWF’s official request for a five-
year ban, which had been submitted to the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection.
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DATE OF THE POST Reach Likes Shares Comments

Visual no. 4  (25.6). 101,815 2,000 424 Around 50

Visual no. 5 (26.6.) 61,194 1,700 300 Around 30

Visual no. 6 (28.6.) 51,133 1,200 187 Around 40

The posts were boosted in order to gain a broader audience, and unlike the 2017 campaign, the whole Serbian territory was 
targeted this time (Table 3).  

Additionally, the project Sturgeon Advocate made an undercover visit to a 
Belgrade market openly buying sterlet, which were at that time below the 
allowed catch size. The later isotope analysis of three samples (activity B3) 
showed that they were actually wild-caught and therefore illegally fished 
and sold. The video, released on 27th June 2018, reached 79,673 people, 
received 362 likes and 30 comments, and it was shared 183 times. 

This campaign’s press release was published by more than 50 media 
outlets. These included the largest news agency “Tanjug”, one of the most 
popular newspapers “Blic”, National Geographic and many others, as well 
as several national TV appearances.

The online campaign supporting a five-year ban on sterlet was planned to 
coincide with Danube Day (29th June) to get maximum attention. It was 
well received by the public, and once more the comments emphasised the 
presence of under-size sterlet for sale in shops and restaurants. 

3) 2018/2019 - Total sterlet ban announcement campaign

On 18th December 2018, a year after the campaign for sustainable use 
of fish stock, WWF Adria in Serbia proudly launched a visual post on 
Facebook, a poster and press release announcing a ban soon to take effect 
on sterlet fishing of all kinds. Additionally, the press release was re-posted 
by more than 60 media outlets.

The ban was also announced through 2,000 posters which  contained 
information on the ban (Visual 7).

Visual 4 (left), Visual 5 (centre) and Visual 6 (right) - Sterlet belongs in the river, not on your plate. WWF calls for a total ban on sterlet 
fishing to allow populations to recover in the wild. 

Visual 7.  Sterlet fishing – banned in Serbia!

https://youtu.be/j8a3qcL4neg
https://youtu.be/j8a3qcL4neg
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These were distributed to major users of fishing areas, 
and most importantly, to institutions for conservation and 
inspections. They were also displayed in restaurants along the 
Danube River in Serbia to inform the customers of the ban 
entering into force. 

The announcement was publicly supported by the Association 
of Sports fishermen of Apatin, the Alliance of Fishermen 
of Vojvodina, the Water Management Company “Vode 
Vojvodine” and the Ministry of Environmental Protection. 
Already in November 2018, Ms. Jasmina Jović, Assistant 
Minister, publicly declared the Ministry’s support for WWF’s 
initiative and pledged a 2019 budget line for research on 
sturgeon populations. 

With several TV appearances on local and national channels, 
the public’s interest was kept alive into the New Year. These 
appearances reinforced the information that from then on it 
was strictly forbidden to catch or sell wild-sterlet in Serbia. 

4) 2019 - Seasonal campaign focused on consumer 
practices 

From 16th to 19th December 2019, WWF Adria in Serbia, 
in collaboration with United Anglers of Serbia, organised a 
new online campaign aimed at reminding the public not to 
consume illegally caught fish, and to report any suspicious 
restaurant, market or seller in Serbia. The focus was once 
more on sustainable consumption of fish and referenced the 
case of the Serbian sterlet. 

In the context of the scarce human resources that are 
responsible for inspection in Serbia, WWF Adria in Serbia 
tried to empower citizens to act against illegal fishing and 
dubious consumer practices. The campaign discouraged the 
public from purchasing fish sold in crates or under other 
dubious circumstances. It highlighted that buying from 
these kinds of sources may be cheaper, but that the produce 
most probably did not pass the minimum sanitary controls, 
making it a health hazard, in addition to the threat to species 
conservation. 

The four-day campaign published a statement on day one, 
followed by three visuals: 

Visual 8  
“Fish species in Serbia are endangered by overfishing and 
illegal fishing. Fish populations do not have time to recover due 
to unsustainable human activities”. 
Reach: 57,900; likes: 534 and shares: 122

Visual 9  
“Although protected, wild sterlet are still illegally sold fished 
and threatened by extinction”. 
Reach: 25,200, likes: 298 likes and shares: 33

Visual 10  
“Don’t be a part of the problem - don’t buy fish that you suspect 
is from illegal catch” 
Reach: 14,500, likes: 513 likes and shares: 32. 

Several media outlets, including Radio Television of 
Serbia, carried the message reporting on low fish stock 
and drawing attention to a wider audience.

Additionally, WWF Adria in Serbia co-funded the 
production of the short film “Grabbers” by Balkan 
Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN) and Dragan 
Gmizić, an award-winning ecological journalist. The 
documentary focuses on illegal fishing, the consequences 
for the fish stocks in Serbia, and all obstacles that 
environmentalists and inspectors from the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection face on a daily basis to tackle 
this serious issue. One of the reasons for the unlawful 
fishing practices in Serbia is the fact that the country’s 
water area of 50 square kilometres is protected by only 
one fish warden. At the same time, this area is inhabited 
by fish with a market value of approximately €12 million. 
This makes it a particularly lucrative activity with 
minimal risks for the offenders. The film shows actual 
footage of stolen fish being freely sold on the Serbian 
markets and in restaurants. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JdYtD9AhsuM
https://birn.eu.com/
https://birn.eu.com/
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“Grabbers” premiered on 1st November 2019, within the 
film festival of the Association for Wildlife Protection (AWP) 
in Belgrade, Serbia with more than 70 participants. A 
panel discussion on illegal fishing and sterlet conservation 
accompanied the screening. The panel speakers were Mr. 
Dušan Ognjanović — Head of conservation and sustainable 
use of fish stocks within the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection; Mr. Nemanja Ivanović — Head of Inspection, 
protection and use of natural resources and fish stocks in 
Vojvodina Province, from the Secretariat for Urbanism 
and Environmental Protection of Vojvodina Province; Mr. 
Ljubomir Pejčić — Sturgeon Advocate and employee of 
Vojvodina Anglers Association; as well as Mr. Dragan Gmizić 
— film director.  

A second premiere, in Novi Sad, took place on 6th November 
2019 at the Institution for Nature Conservation of Vojvodina 
Province. This second event welcomed 80 participants. 

5) 2020 - Seasonal campaign focused on retailer 
practices 

A new campaign focusing on the responsibility of restaurants 
and other retailers was planned for September to December 
2020. Besides nine visuals (Visuals 11-19 below) for social 
media, restaurants were supposed to receive printed 
materials and laminated leaflets to hand out to customers 
together with the menu. Because of the SARS-CoV-2 
pandemic, WWF Adria in Serbia team cancelled the 
restaurant campaign, but went ahead with the visuals on 
social media, receiving positive feedback and considerable 
public interest. 

As in previous years, the peak of the media campaign was 
around St. Nicholas Day, when many people in Serbia 
celebrate “Slava” — the Serbian Orthodox celebration of one’s 
family’s patron saint. 

At the time of the release of the sixth visual, the total reach 
was 50,000. 

Visual 11 
Save the ancient fish! 

Visual 15  
Stop poaching!

Visual 12  
Stop River dams!

Visual 16  
Buy from legal sources! 

Visual 13  
Stop River exploitation! 

Visual 17 
Wild sterlet belongs in the 
river, not on your plate!

Visual 14  
Do not pollute Rivers! 

Visual 18 
Report dubious sources

 Visual 19  
Be responsible!

https://awpwildlife.org/en/
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 � What are the key steps (components) for achieving the objective(s)? (Table 4) 

2017

2018

2019

2020

2. Identifying partners and supporters

e.g. State Enterprise ”Srbijašume”, United Anglers of Serbia, 
etc.

3. Data analysis 

 - Legal analysis + Understanding relevant law 
enforcement institutions 

 - Mapping potential spawning sites                                   

 - Interviewing fishermen & fish wardens 

 - Survey of availability of wild sterlets on the market

4. Establishing good working relations to Ministry 
of Environmental Protection

 - Actively involving responsible Assistant Minister in 
project activities

6. June 2018 - Official request for a 5-year ban to 
the Ministry of Environmental Protection                

 - Accompanied by the analysis of the situation of Sterlet 
in Serbia    

7. Dec 2018 - “Ordinance on measures for                       
preservation and protection of fish fund” n. 
94/2018 in the Official Gazette

 - Unlimited sterlet catch and trade ban  

9. Nov 2019 - Short documentary “Grabbers”

 - 2 premieres with 150 participants + 1 Panel discussion 
with law enforcement representatives

 - Partners: Balkan Investigative Reporting Network 
(BIRN) and award-winning journalist Dragan Gmizić                     

1. Dec 2017 - St Nicholas campaign “Small fish belong in the 
river, not on your plate” on sustainable use of fish stocks

 - Scope: raise public awareness, set the scene

 - Target audience: localities along the Danube 

 - Partner: United Anglers of Serbia

 - Sterlet and beluga visuals for Facebook, Instagram + press 
release re-published by more than 20 media

 - Outcome: gathered consumer information of available products 
on the market; created interest in the topic

5. June 2018 - Sterlet ban campaign “Sterlet belong in the 
river, not on your plate“

 - Scope: gain public’s support for a sterlet ban

 - Target audience: all of Serbia

 - Partner: United Anglers of Serbia

 - 3 Sterlet visuals + 1 secret customer video for Facebook, 
Instagram + press release

 - Outcome: press release re-published by more than 50 media 
with several national TV appearance

8. 2018 / 2019  - Sterlet ban announcement campaign 

 - 1 visual for Facebook, Instagram + press release re-posted by 
over 60 media outlets + posters

 - Partner: United Anglers of Serbia, Ministry of Environmental 
Protection

 - Outcome: 2,000 posters distributed to fishing area users, 
institutions and restaurants along the Danube river 

10. Dec 2019 - St. Nicholas campaign on consumer practices 

 - Scope: inform the public that illegally sold fish is a threat to fish 
stocks and a health hazard

 - Partner: United Anglers of Serbia

 - 3 visuals for Facebook, Instagram + press release

 - Outcome: Several media outlets reported on low fish stock and 
drew the attention of a wider audience.

11. Dec 2020- St Nicholas campaign on retailer practices

 - Scope: partner with reliable retailers to better inform the public 
about fish stocks and sturgeon conservation

 - 9 sturgeon visuals for Facebook, Instagram + press release + 
plasticized leaflet for the use of restaurants (postponed until 
after the pandemic)
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Components essential for success:

1. Understanding decision-making process and 
hierarchy 

To understand who makes decisions regarding the protection 
of sterlet, the project team analysed the competencies of 
key players and the standard procedures. Stakeholders were 
mapped to identify hidden players and bottlenecks as well as 
potential partners. 

2. Actively involving the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection in the topic and in project activities

Ms. Jasmina Jović, Assistant Minister in the Sector 
for Nature Protection and Climate Change, Ministry of 
Environmental Protection, has personally taken a stand for 
the protection of sterlet. Her involvement was crucial in 
passing the ban and later on in sharing the information. Ms. 
Jović spoke in support of the ban at the national workshop 
for law enforcement representatives organised by WWF Adria 
in Serbia (October 2018) and at other high-level meetings 
(e.g. “European Sturgeon Conference” in Vienna, Austria, 
July 2018).

3. Create ownership and support among 
stakeholders

None of the efforts have been unilateral. Healthy partnerships 
were crucial for the success of the campaign. WWF Adria in 
Serbia partnered with United Anglers of Serbia in all of the 
campaign endeavours and built on the interest shown by the 
Association of Commercial Fishermen of Serbia for protecting 
sterlet. In nature conservation, it is generally of pivotal 
importance to decision-makers that affected stakeholders 
support critical measures, as this greatly facilitates decision-
making, and leads to decisions being accepted. Anglers 
and fishermen appreciated that the campaign was led and 
financed by WWF as a project activity, and that they were 
always mentioned and visible. 

While collecting field data for the initial study, good 
communication with the State Enterprise “Srbijašume” 
made it easier to convince them in favour of a ban. In fact, 
“Srbijašume” had already passed a two-year ban for their 
areas in June 2018. They are the perfect example of how easy 
it is to turn a stakeholder who is willing to communicate, and 
to become fully-fledged partners.

4. Create ownership among the general public

Given the scarcity of enforcement resources, the general 
public has been acknowledged from the start as a potentially 
huge asset. Customers do not often assume responsibility 
for overfishing or for illegal trade, and in most cases, they 
are also afraid to speak up. The five-wave media campaign 
harnessed the public’s power to speed up the process, using 
messages that empowered customers to inquire about a 
product’s origin, and also to understand that overfishing 
is driven by the consumers’ choices. A high public profile 

was crucial in maintaining the interest of the media, and 
in supporting advocacy efforts that put pressure on the 
authorities. In addition, interested parts of civil society sent 
information and pictures from restaurants and other places 
where presumably wild-caught sterlet was sold.

5. Use strong visual elements to deliver messages

All five media campaigns have used virtual and actual posters 
delivering a strong and consistent message: “Sterlet (and 
other small fish) belong in the river, not on your plate”. This 
message was accompanied by a call for sustainable consumer 
practices, and against illegal fishing in order to allow fish 
populations to recover. The simple yet effective message has 
been well received by the public with an average reach of 
40,000 per visual, and in one case, a reach of 100,000. 

Besides the visuals, the undercover video recording of a 
visit to a Belgrade market showing how easy it was to buy 
undersized sterlet was a top performer, with a reach of 
80,000. Seeing the success of the first video production, a 
second short movie was produced and released at a green 
film festival. This second production had a double public 
premiere and included a discussion event where the public 
could hear about the real need for sterlet conservation, with 
contributions from ministerial representatives, project staff 
and the film production team.  

6. Engage the public’s trust by using a simple and 
recurrent message

The lack of trust in institutions is often derived from a 
lack of understanding of the legislation and from deficient 
communication. It was important for public faith in the 
campaign that people understand the message: that fishing 
small fish and (undersized) sterlet is leading to depletion of 
stocks and endangering a future food source; and to perceive 
WWF Adria in Serbia as a trustworthy source. To offer 
accuracy, simplicity and consistency, all media campaigns 
had a similar message: “small fish belong in the river”; as well 
as a similar visual: a sterlet or other small fish on a plate.

7. Adaptive Management   

One of the conclusions from various meetings with 
stakeholders (anglers, fishermen, experts, and staff from 
responsible authorities) was that the fishing areas cannot 
be observed as separate from the rest of the territory. 
An improved cooperation of all relevant sectors such as 
environment, water management, energy and physical 
planning at local and national level is crucial. Proper zoning, 
planning and management should be prioritised together 
with an adaptive management system.   

 � Who are the implementers and beneficiaries of 
the activity?

Implementation body: WWF Adria in Serbia has been 
the implementing body for both the advocacy and the 
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media campaign. However, WWF has also involved other 
stakeholders in preparing and implementing the activity, 
which was crucial for the success of the campaign. These 
stakeholders include: a) professional and leisure fishermen 
as partners from the beginning; b) the fish area management 
“Srbijašume”; c) the responsible Assistant Minister of the 
Ministry of Environmental Protection as the decision makers; 
d) a film director as a media partner. 

Beneficiaries: The direct and foremost beneficiaries are the 
sterlet stocks in the Lower and Middle Danube. WWF’s 
studies have shown that they are in danger of extinction and 
have also identified and mapped their potential habitats in 
Serbia. WWF raised awareness among the general public 
regarding sterlet habitats in Serbia, and of the urgent need 
to protect them, and also outlined to the authorities a poor 
implementation of protection measures. Until a proper 
monitoring system to assess the size of sterlet stocks is put in 
place and sustainable fishing is guaranteed, a total ban is the 
only efficient solution. 

Indirect beneficiaries: By performing a legal analysis that 
produced recommendations for closing legal loopholes and 
by securing a grant that produced a thorough evaluation of 
the habitats of sterlet in Serbia, our project team produced 
materials and argumentation needed by the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection to be able to make an informed 
decision. 

Addressing the legal inadequacies also benefited commercial 
and recreational fishermen. If sterlet stocks recover, 
protecting them can, in the long-term, preserve their way of 
life and their livelihood.  

Another beneficiary is the general public that by means 
of online and TV appearances has been educated on 
illegal activities happening before their eyes, in shops 
or restaurants, in which they should not take part. More 
importantly, the public has been made aware of the 
sanitary risks they are exposing themselves to if they buy 
wild sterlet and other fish from unsanctioned sources. An 
educated consumer, well aware of his/her rights, is less 
likely to buy from vendors that do not show respect for their 
clientele. Furthermore, they can become a trusted partner in 
demanding better legislation from the authorities. 

Small shops and restaurants can benefit from improved 
legislation and from educational campaigns. The campaign 
did not place the blame on the vendors or seek to sanction 
them, but instead tried to make them aware of their 
responsibility for preserving fish stocks.  

 � What tools/ technologies were used? 

Material produced: 

 - a study on the “Law Enforcement landscape in Serbia 
(results, conclusions and recommendations)”

 - an assessment study of the status of sterlet sturgeon 
Acipenser ruthenus in Serbia

 - a survey among commercial fishermen, recreational 
fishermen and fish wardens 

 - a map of sterlet habitats in Serbia

 - an official letter requesting for the ban

 - 18 visuals 

 - 2,000 posters distributed to major fishing area 
managers, responsible institutions, restaurants 

 - 2 videos shared online. 

 � What are/were the implementation costs?

 - 170 EUR per person for travel (4 trips) collecting 
feedback on current procedures, interviewing fishermen, 
and for a secret customer visit

 - 500 EUR expert fee for reviewing norms and protocols, 
creating organigrams and explaining hierarchy, and for 
preparing recommendations to close the gaps (A2 study)

 - 5,000 EUR expert fee for the assessment about the status 
of sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus) in Serbia and another 
1,000 EUR for the habitat map done by Plovput agency. 
6,000 EUR in total (covered by WWF-Netherlands)

 - approx. 2,000 EUR for the graphic of 18 visuals

 - 1,500 EUR printing and mailing costs of 2,000 posters

 - 30 EUR per visual for Facebook boost

 - 1,000 EUR co-funding for “Grabbers” production (3,000 
EUR total price).
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Replicability Criteria (Table 5)

CRITERIA

Did the activity have an impact on the 
planned objectives, especially on the 
protection of sturgeons?

The activity had a major impact and enhanced protection of 
Danube sturgeons substantially. At the beginning of the project 
(end of 2016), it was legal to fish and sell wild sterlet above 40 cm 
in Serbia, although the species is listed as Vulnerable by IUCN. 
As a result of the media campaigns of December 2017 and June 
2018, and of the official request for a total catch ban sent by 
WWF Adria in Serbia with the support of commercial fishermen 
and angler associations of Serbia, the Ministry of Environmental 
Protection passed a total and unlimited sterlet catch and trade 
ban in December 2018. 

Is the activity seen as favourable by 
beneficiaries?

The activity was backed up from the beginning by many key 
beneficiary groups: The information campaign received the 
support of fishermen associations (e.g. Association of Commercial 
Fishermen of Serbia). Moreover, the Association of United 
Anglers of Serbia, an official partner in all media campaigns, 
was instrumental in reaching out to the fishermen. The research 
study prepared by WWF was presented at the annual meeting 
of the United Anglers of Serbia and shared on their social media 
channels. 

Similarly, State Enterprise “Srbijašume” - supported the research 
study prepared by WWF and was open to dialogue with the 
project team. They were the first to pass a two-year sterlet 
fishing ban in the areas they manage, a decision that significantly 
influenced the advocacy work for an overall “Sterlet Fishing and 
Trade Ban” in Serbia. 

Are the outcomes relevant on a national, 
regional, international level?

The permanent sterlet fishing and trade ban is effective 
nationwide and therefore relevant for all natural stocks of sterlet 
in the whole area of the Republic of Serbia. It is crucial for the 
entire Lower Danube region, which shares the same stocks of 
sturgeons, and for the acceptance of sturgeon catch bans in 
other countries of the region. It will hopefully reach out to the 
Middle and Upper Danube region and stimulate similar bans 
where sterlet fishing is still allowed despite heavily decreased 
populations. 
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Replicability Criteria (Table 5) 
Continue

CRITERIA

Has the activity provided training and 
sufficient access to information to its 
target group?

The scientific grounding of the campaign was ensured through a 
study on the distribution of sterlets and their habitat in Serbia. 
This provided the Ministry of Environmental Protection with an 
important basis for the decision.

The general public received relevant and detailed information via 
five media campaigns. These highlighted the need for sustainable 
fishing, the decline of sturgeon stocks, the need for a total sterlet 
catch ban, the enforcement date of the new total ban, as well as 
the importance of buying from legal sources.

Both the United Anglers of Serbia and State Enterprise 
“Srbijašume” distributed the scientific study and other materials 
(e.g. 2,000 Ban Announcement posters) among their employees / 
members and fishermen along the Danube. 

The outcome of the campaign — the adoption of the fishing and 
trade ban — was widely distributed to fishing area users, retailers 
as well as the general public.

Has the activity provided transfer of 
ownership?

While WWF started, coordinated and conducted the activity, 
fishermen and anglers teamed up and jointly carried it out. They 
disseminated materials and results, demonstrating a strong 
ownership for sterlet populations even though they are most 
affected by the ban. Also, the State Enterprise “Srbijašume”, 
which manages fishing areas, took on ownership by establishing 
the first two-year fishing ban for sterlet in their areas. The 
Ministry of Environmental Protection showed ownership for 
sturgeon conservation by imposing the ban and even surpassing 
the request of a five-year ban by having it unlimited.

Has the activity established or 
encouraged networking? 

Every media campaign was constructed in partnership with 
the United Anglers of Serbia as a main partner, and also with 
the support of the State Enterprise “Srbijašume” and the IUCN 
Sturgeon Specialist Group. Moreover, the Assistant Minister of 
the Ministry of Environmental Protection was closely involved in 
project activities and attended the national workshop (October 
2018) organised by the project team, along with other 20 law 
enforcement representatives responsible for sturgeon protection. 
Ms. Jović was also encouraged to speak at the “European 
Sturgeon Conference” in Vienna, July 2018.  
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Replicability Criteria (Table 5) 
Continue

CRITERIA

Does the activity have the potential 
to outline policy proposals for better 
enforcement?

Yes. Critical success factors include:

 - a good scientific foundation

 - support won from affected groups (fishermen and anglers) 
and from decision making bodies (State Enterprise 
“Srbijašume” and the Ministry of Environmental Protection)

 - interest created among the media and general public.

Does the activity have the potential to be 
replicated, and if so, by whom?

There is considerable interest in replicating the activity in the 
Middle Danube (especially Croatia). This activity received explicit 
praise at an international online meeting organised by the project 
in 2020. 

Even with a new five-year ban prolongation of the Romanian and 
Bulgarian bans, which will expire at the end of 2020, a sustained 
information campaign could be beneficial to raise the level of 
awareness and knowledge among the public and market actors. It 
would also emphasise the need for better enforcement. 

A similar advocacy and media campaign can be replicated for the 
protection of sturgeons and other species in other regions. 

What are specific components that can be 
replicated?

Media campaign: 

- strong visuals and consistent wording of the main message

- media campaign in successive waves, building on one another

- partnership with journalists and media production companies

- use of various channels to reach a broad group of civil society: 
traditional press work and interviews in TV and radio, social 
media, public screening events.

Advocacy campaign:

- scientific studies as a sound foundation

- winning the support of experts and public institutions, as well 
as that of fishermen and fishermen associations as the affected 
target group

- analysing legislation.
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APPENDIX 3 
Case Study 3: Involving Fishermen in Sturgeon 
Monitoring in Bulgaria

 � What are the objectives of the activity?

Compelling evidence for a dramatic decline in the Danube’s 
sturgeon populations can be found in the collapsing catch 
numbers. After an initial drop in catch numbers in the 
1940s, the current downward trend started in the 1980s. 
In Bulgaria, catches fell from 63.5 tonnes in 1940 to 25.3 
tonnes between 1995 and 20023. Today, existing data in the 
entire Lower Danube region is fragmented and depends on 
smaller-scale monitoring projects. The fact that population 
sizes of sturgeons in the Lower Danube can not currently 
be determined poses a serious problem for conservation. 
Reasons for this include: the fundamental lack of regional 
monitoring, itself due to very limited funding; the large 
area of water; and the complex life cycles of these migratory 
fish. Consequently, in the duration of the “LIFE for Danube 
Sturgeons” project, no data has been available from the 
National Biodiversity Monitoring System (NBSM) on 
the status of sturgeon species. More importantly, during 
the existing ban on sturgeon catches, the only source of 
data on sturgeon occurrence is from accidental fishermen 
by-catch. In order to tackle this fundamental problem 
for effective sturgeon conservation, one of the activities 
targeting fishermen in Bulgaria was to train them in the 
implementation of monitoring methods, which combine 
traditional ecological knowledge and scientific approaches. 

By enabling fishermen to take part in sturgeon research 
and monitoring, the project team wanted to influence their 
perception of the scientific facts which indicate the decline 
of sturgeon populations, and to encourage them to assume 
ownership for sturgeon protection. The direct connection 
between fishermen and researchers facilitated by Sturgeon 
Advocates was also expected to reduce skepticism of scientific 
results (especially regarding the dramatic decline of sturgeon 
stocks), which are still questioned in several areas. 

Moreover, a project goal for this activity was to provide locals 
with marketable skills to supplement their income — trained 
fishermen could be paid to work in monitoring projects — 
and to encourage the continuation of scientific sturgeon 
monitoring in Bulgaria. 

Several weeks of intensive theoretical and practical training 
courses in the field were conducted on the Danube in 2017, 
2018 and 2019. Through catching, measuring, recording, 
tagging and releasing sturgeons, vital information on 
sturgeon recruitment and habitats were obtained.

Additionally, a new approach was tested in the current 
project as a simple tool to monitor sturgeons with the help of 
local fishermen: waterproof smartphones were distributed in 
summer 2018 to record sturgeon by-catch and report it to the 

project team. The holders of the phones signed an agreement 
for usage up to September 2020.

 � What are the implementation steps?

I. The exploration phase: 

• key roles for working with fishermen - Sturgeon 
Advocate and Sturgeon Expert

Sturgeon Advocate - In the first phase of the project, two 
people were appointed Sturgeon Advocate for the Bulgarian 
Danube and Black Sea, respectively. The main role of a 
Sturgeon Advocate is to perform regular visits to the fishing 
communities, to gain fishermen’s trust and to secure their 
support for sturgeon conservation. 

Sturgeon Expert - On 11 occasions (2017-2020), the 
Bulgarian Sturgeon Expert — an ichthyologist with a 
background in sturgeon conservation — accompanied 
Sturgeon Advocates to fishing communities to provide first-
hand information on the situation of sturgeons and their 
protection. These visits were aimed at increasing fishermen’s 
understanding of scientific facts regarding sturgeons and 
their decline, as well as increasing their acceptance of 
protective measures. With Sturgeon Advocates acting as 
“door-openers”, the expert acted as a primary source of 
sturgeon-related information. Besides educating fishermen 
on the scientific facts that indicate pressure on sturgeon 
stocks, the visits also involved Danube fishermen in training 
sessions that covered ichthyologic monitoring methods, and 
identifying the best areas/individuals to perform monitoring 
by means of smartphones. 

• target area for monitoring training - Six fishing 
communities along the Danube river

Fishermen from four Danube-based communities (Vetren, 
Tutrakan, Belene and Novo Selo) expressed to the Sturgeon 
Advocates or Expert that they were willing to contribute to 
the work needed for the restoration of sturgeon populations, 
and that they were open to attending monitoring training. 

Visual 20.  
Map of target Bulgarian fishing communities

3 “Action plan on conservation of sturgeons in the Bulgarian aquatories of the Danube River and the Black sea” (Raikova et al., 2004)
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Fishermen interviewed in Lom in April 2017 and in 
Gomotartsi (Vidin) in 2018 were aware of declining sturgeon 
populations and wanted to join the training, but they 
informed the Danube Sturgeon Advocate that they would 
prefer to attend the training outside their area of residence 
and in complete anonymity. 

• target area for monitoring via smartphone - 
Communities on the Danube river (three) and Black Sea 
coast (three)

A total of six smartphones were provided — three mobiles 
were distributed in the Danube region (Novo Selo, Belene 
and Vetren) and three more in the Black Sea region. In the 
Black Sea region, two of the smartphones were provided to 
fishermen in Varna and Balchik (North Black Sea region). 
As other fishermen from Burgas and the Southern Black 
Sea region refused to take a smartphone, it was decided that 
the last device would remain with the Black Sea Sturgeon 
Advocate. Instead, the fishermen opted and agreed to send 
him photos they had taken of the sturgeon.

• methodology for monitoring training - The methodology 
of monitoring training sessions for the selected 
fishermen included theoretical and practical classes. 

The theoretical training included an introduction to the 
methodology adopted for research and monitoring of 
sturgeon in the Danube. This was aligned with the National 
Biodiversity Monitoring System (NBMS) methodology, fitting 
the requirements, equipment, and suitable time frame. The 
training also educated participants on sturgeon biology, 
identification, environmental requirements of migration, 
and introduced also other fish species caught as by-catch, 
focusing especially on species recognition and identification.

The practical training sessions implemented the selected 
methodology: preparation of the team, arranging the 
inventory, casting, leading, hauling in the net, identifying the 
catch, measuring and releasing the caught specimens back 
into the river, keeping a protocol of sampling. During the 
practical training, direct sampling from suitable places was 
practiced. The research covered two parts: research of eggs 
and larvae, and research of young-of-the-year fish.

• methodology for monitoring via smartphone 

The users of the phones signed an agreement with WWF-
Bulgaria for usage up to September 2020. A Microsoft 
account was created on each of the phones, so that photos 
could be synchronized automatically and saved in the cloud. 
Due to the specific work areas, which are often in out-of-
reach or outside roaming areas, as well as the corresponding 
account issues, this syncing option did not work well, and 
relatively few photos were received. Therefore, a new protocol 
was agreed with fishermen, of sending photos via Viber to 
the Sturgeon Advocates or to the project officer, together 
with information about the location and time of the catch, 
the weight and length of the specimens, and the depth and 
fishing gear used.

• the implementers of the monitoring training

The main lecturers were WWF and project staff: Vesselin 
Koev (Danube Sturgeon Advocate), Borislava Margaritova 
(Project officer & fish specialist), Stoyan Mihov (Sturgeon 
Expert & ichthyologist).

External guests joined some of the training sessions. These 
guests are specialized in tracking and identification solutions 
appropriate for monitoring.

A representative of BIOMARK — a US company specializing 
in identification solutions — showed interest in the WWF 
sturgeon projects and, in particular, in the research on 
the Danube. He joined the training of fishermen in the 
village of Vetren, donating 100 internal Passive Integrated 
Transponder (PIT) tags. Internal PIT tags for sturgeons and 
other fish species were demonstrated in front of the project 
team and trainees. 

A representative of the National Museum of Natural History 
of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences joined one of the 
training activities in Belene, placing an acoustic transmitter 
on a stellate sturgeon.  This allowed the team to track the 
sturgeon’s movement along the Danube.

• the target audience of the monitoring training — 
professional fishermen with an issued, certified and paid 
ticket for commercial fishing

Selected fishermen who attended the training sessions 
on sturgeon monitoring gained valuable knowledge on 
sturgeons. Any fishermen who has completed the training 
course on methods for sturgeon monitoring can take part in 
WWF research work related to the study and conservation of 
sturgeons and of their habitats in the Bulgarian section of the 
Danube, as well as in other monitoring programs. 

Therefore, the project team shared with the scientific 
community and the Bulgarian Ministry of the Environment 
(which is by Article 17 of the Habitats Directive required 
to report on the state of their protected species, including 
sturgeons) the news that these newly trained fishermen can 
be contracted for monitoring.

II. The implementation phase: 

Training sessions for scientific ichthyological monitoring

Bulgarian fishermen were offered the opportunity to take part 
in sturgeon research and conservation training sessions. The 
main assumption of the scientific monitoring activity was 
that involving fishermen would develop their understanding, 
appreciation and ownership for sturgeon conservation, as 
well as equip them with useful capacities to generate income 
in future monitoring projects. 

From 2017 to 2019, 13 fishermen from Vetren (2017 and 
2018), 2 from Belene (2017 and 2019), 8 from Tutrakan 
(2018) and 1 from Novo Selo (2018) were trained 
theoretically on methods for sturgeon monitoring in the 
Danube, or on the research of larvae, young-of-the-year 

http://eea.government.bg/en/bio/nsmbr
http://eea.government.bg/en/bio/nsmbr
https://www.biomark.com/
https://www.nmnhs.com/
https://www.nmnhs.com/
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specimens, and adult sturgeon during spring and autumn 
breeding migrations. As part of the practical training, dozens 
of nets were cast together with the fishermen to help them 
practice and apply the theoretical knowledge. The two types 
of bottom trammel nets that were used are non-selective and 
capture all specimens. WWF has a special permit from the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forestry for using non-
selective nets to fish sturgeon for scientific purposes. 

In preparation for the two-step training course, project staff 
held discussions with fishermen from around the training 
locality in order to assess their knowledge of and interest 
in sturgeon, and to mark the zones suitable for monitoring 
sturgeons. While preparing for the 2018 Novo Selo training, 
project staff visited Vidin and Gomotartsi village, where they 
also demonstrated the methodology for monitoring young-of-
the-year sturgeon in front of the fishermen. Local fishermen 
showed interest in the monitoring training but wanted to join 
anonymously and not in their own community.  

Throughout the six training sessions (2017-2019), hundreds 
of sturgeon specimens were measured, registered, tagged and 
released. Material for genetic research was also collected. 
Depending on size and type, sturgeons were tagged with 
an external marker on the dorsal fin or an internal PIT tag. 

Passive Integrated Transponder (PIT) tags are radio frequency 
identification (RFID) devices and are compatible with 
reading systems. The PIT tag is packaged in a seal-annealed 
glass ampoule, designed specifically for subcutaneous or 
intramuscular implantation in animals, including fish and 
wildlife species. The PIT tag does not require power and it is 
activated when it passes close to a special antenna. Each one 
provides 100% unique identification. 

As previously mentioned, PIT tagging became possible after a 
representative of the US company BIOMARK joined the 2018 
Vetren training team, where he demonstrated to fishermen 
how to perform internal tagging of sturgeon and other fish 
species. The guest also explained the approach used in Italy to 
provide fishermen with handheld tag readers, thus allowing 
fishermen to provide information on tagged specimens they 
catch. This collaboration provides an example of the Bulgarian 
team’s success in international networking and advocating for 
sturgeon conservation. 

Besides sturgeon identification, fishermen came into contact 
with more than 31 species and were taught to identify the 
most common species, as well as very rare and protected 
ones. These species include Zingel streber, Zingel zingel, 
Blicca bjoerkna, Abramis brama, Alosa immaculata, Barbus 
barbus, Vimba vimba and Chondrostoma nasus. 

The training of 24 Bulgarian fishermen in sturgeon 
monitoring generated increased interest and support. This 
became visible when fishermen reported the presence of 
young sturgeons after the release of 20,000 Russian sturgeons 
in Bulgaria in 2019, providing important information that 
helped to establish the growth rate and the downstream speed 
of the released fish. 

©WWF - Bulgaria 

©WWF - Bulgaria 

©WWF - Bulgaria 

©WWF - Bulgaria 
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A pro-sturgeon atmosphere was reinforced by working 
with local youth in eco-clubs, schools and special events. 
Further ownership can be created by involving fishermen in 
monitoring and conservation measures. This was achieved 
by offering training in scientific monitoring of fish stocks, 
which additionally provides fishermen with marketable 
skills. Enhancing the economic situation — which is a major 
problem in most targeted fishing communities — is a vital 
part of raising awareness of sturgeon conservation, and  
hence was a vital part of the project.

Outcomes: 

• Fishermen are proud to show the skills they had acquired 
in scientific monitoring to fellow fishermen. They felt 
privileged to be able to work with scientists. Fishermen 
in the Black Sea region expressed interest in attending 
training on monitoring activities as well. Together with 
the Black Sea Sturgeon Advocate, the fishermen from the 
Black Sea area registered and tagged several sturgeons. 
However, proper training courses were not possible for 
this group due to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.

• 417 sterlet specimens (Acipenser ruthenus) — out of 
which 2 specimens were most likely hybrids between 
stellate sturgeon (Acipenser stellatus) and sterlet 
(Acipenser ruthenus) — 3 stellate sturgeon specimens 
(Acipenser stellatus) and 6 specimens of beluga (Huso 
huso) were caught during the entire training period. 

• During the first training in Belene, a female stellate 
sturgeon (approximately 140 cm long and weighing 10 
kg) carrying caviar was caught. Tracking the movement 
of this specimen along the Danube will provide 
information on sturgeon breeding and wintering habitats 
and migratory routes.

Another aim of “LIFE for Danube Sturgeons” was to foster 
an entrepreneurial attitude and to encourage alternative 
economic activities to traditional fishing. One community 
(Nikopol) was chosen to pilot alternative development 
planning. In the communities involved in the training 
program, fishermen acquired skills that could be marketed. 

• Nikopol’s fishermen were invited to attend a two-day 
training workshop organized in Belene in April 2018 
together with the Danube Transnational Programme 
project LENA - Local Economy and Nature Conservation 
in the Danube Region. At this meeting, an expert for 
community engagement and business development 
presented new business opportunities to 28 participants 
from the region of Nikopol and Belene. The Sturgeon 
Expert for “LIFE for Danube Sturgeons” gave a 
presentation on sturgeon identification, legislation and 
requirements for fishing. 

• As a follow up, a two-day “Conference for the Future” 
was organized in Nikopol (November 2018). Eighty-six 
participants from Nikopol and Belene were presented 
with information on sturgeon conservation and 
monitoring, on the legal framework for fishing and 

selling fish, fishing regulations, sustainable fishing as 
well as alternatives to fishing. 

• The aim of these meetings was to enhance the 
capabilities in the region and to train the fishing 
community in Nikopol to develop business plans and 
to apply to EU or other funding programmes. The 
fishermen seemed interested in the information and 
materials. However, they struggled to identify how to 
apply the knowledge in practice, and generally consider 
their economic opportunities to be rather limited. The 
target group is culturally and emotionally very much 
connected with fishing and their willingness to engage 
with other economic activities is limited. 

• On the other hand, the training of fishermen in sturgeon 
monitoring and conservation already showed tangible 
success, with two fishermen being contracted to support 
monitoring activities in the Interreg project MEASURES. 

Smartphones to enable fishermen to monitor and report 
sturgeon by-catch

Waterproof smartphones were distributed to fishermen in 
Bulgaria in the summer of 2018 to record sturgeon presence 
and report it to WWF. To cover all of the Bulgarian Danube, 
three phones were distributed in villages located in the upper, 
middle and lower parts of the Bulgarian section of the river 
(one in Novo Selo, one in Belene, one in Vetren). Meanwhile, 
the three phones in the Black Sea region also had to cover 
different types of fishing effort: small-scale (one in Balchik) 
and larger-scale fishing (one in Varna). Due to the refusal of 
fishermen from Burgas and the Southern Black Sea region 
to take a smartphone, and as the fishermen opted to send 
photos of sturgeon instead, the last device remained with the 
Black Sea Sturgeon Advocate. 

The strategy behind the distribution of the three Black Sea 
phones was: 

i. to establish if fishermen who cover shallow waters and 
work on small vessels catch sturgeons

ii. to establish if sturgeons become caught in the hoist 
system 

iii. to track the catches of a large fishing vessel in deeper 
waters. 

© WWF Bulgaria - Rumen Dobrev 

http://www.interreg-danube.eu/approved-projects/lena
http://www.interreg-danube.eu/approved-projects/lena
https://danube-sturgeons.org/conference-on-finding-alternative-livelihood-for-fishermen/
http://www.interreg-danube.eu/approved-projects/measures#:~:text=MEASURES%20aims%20to%20create%20ecological,in%20support%20of%20our%20goals.
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A total of 253 photos and/or videos of sturgeon were received 
(60 from the Danube locations and 193 from the Black Sea 
locations), reporting on 91 specimens (16 from the Danube 
locations and 75 from the Black Sea locations). The yearly 
breakdown is presented in Figure 5.                              

WWF-Bulgaria team received photos of 57 specimens of 
stellate sturgeon (Acipenser stellatus), 16 specimens of 
Russian sturgeon (Acipenser gueldenstaedtii), 12 specimens 
of sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus), 4 specimens of beluga (Huso 
huso) and 2 hybrids (Figure 6). 

Outcomes:

• The Black Sea Sturgeon Advocate had already been 
working with local fishermen for years before the start of 
the project. His experience was instrumental in gaining 
the confidence of the North Black Sea communities and,  
a factor behind the high level of participation of 
fishermen from the region, who sent 147 photos of 46 
specimens. 

• WWF-Bulgaria had the chance to demonstrate the 
reliable relationship with fishermen, established by the 
Black Sea Sturgeon Advocate, within the EC monitoring 
visit of 2019 (a meeting with fishermen in Krapets and 
a visit to a fishing vessel in Asparuhovo port, Varna). 
Although work with Black Sea fishermen only started at 
the beginning of 2017, the team has been successful at 
building the trust of fishermen across the region. 

• Whilst fishermen reported 16 Russian sturgeons, 13 
were young-of-the-year, most probably from restocking 
conducted by WWF-Bulgaria in 2019, so only three 
specimens could be considered as wild. In this context, 
beluga and wild-born Russian sturgeons were the rarest 
species reported.

• Fishermen of small-scale fisheries mostly reported 
juvenile specimens (young-of-the-year and juvenile fish), 
due to the fact that they work mainly in shallow waters, 
and to the type of fishing gear used. 

• Fishermen from fishing ships, meanwhile, mostly 
reported large adult specimens. The team received 
mainly videos of the releases, but rarely other details, 
and few photos with the specifications. This is because 
there are not enough crew on board, and the top priority 
is to release the sturgeon in good condition and then 
to process and sort their catches. As a result, they do 
not have enough time and capacity to photograph all 
specimens.

• The users of the phones signed an agreement with 
WWF-Bulgaria for usage up to September 2020. Because 
such a large number of photos and details were shared, 
the approach can be considered successful. A further 
sign of success is that fishermen wanted to continue 
reporting even after the end of the project. Therefore, the 
smartphones were donated to the fishermen so they could 
continue sending photos and information on sturgeon 
by-catches and continue working with the team after the 
project.

• By using Viber, fishermen had the opportunity to send 
not only photos of the species, but also more information 
about the specimens. Being contacted by phone for 
additional details gave them the feeling they played 
an important role, and consequently made them more 
responsible and engaged in the activity. As a result, they 
provided more information and photos.

Figure 5.  
Number of reported specimens

Figure 6.  
By-catch by species
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 � What are the key steps (components) for achieving the objective(s)? (Table 6)

RESEARCH AND MONITORING  TRAINING MONITORING WITH SMARTPHONES

 � Setting the target area

 - Expert visits to the communities e.g. Sturgeon 
Advocate & Sturgeon Expert 

 - Agreement with head of fishing communities or with 
responsible fishermen implementing sustainable 
fishing practices

 - Long-time engagement of WWF in the area

 - Allowing anonymity to enable participation of 
fishermen from areas that are not yet open for 
sturgeon conservation 

 � Methodology

 - Theoretical training: methodology for monitoring 
sturgeon species with focus on species identification

 - Practical training: research of eggs and larvae, 
research of young-of-the-year fish, adult sturgeon 
during spring and autumn breeding migration 

 � Training  (2017-2019)

 - 6 training sessions

 - 24 official trainees + 5 anonymous attendees

 - 2 experts in identification solutions joined specific 
sessions

 - Acoustic and PIT tagging demonstration

 - Over 100 PIT tags used

 - 426 specimens of sturgeons were registered 

 � 2 fishermen contracted in MEASURES project 
for monitoring (making an income from acquired 
qualifications)

 � Setting the target area

 - Sturgeon Advocate’s frequent visits to the Danube 
& Black Sea communities e.g. a local Sturgeon 
Advocate would be preferred 

 - Distribution of 6 smartphones -  rather evenly to 
cover most of the range of sturgeons (along the 
Danube, along the Black Sea coast, shallow and deep 
water) 

 � Methodology

 - Collection: Automatic forwarding system would 
be preferred, but it is advisable to be followed by a 
personal call for more complete information

 - To establish if fishermen who cover shallow waters 
and work on small vessels catch sturgeons

 - To establish if sturgeon get caught in the hoist 
system 

 - To track the catches of a large fishing vessel in 
deeper waters.  

 � Data collection (summer 2018-summer 2020)

 - 5 fishermen signed an agreement with WWF 
Bulgaria

 - 253 photos and/or videos  of sturgeon were sent

 - 91 specimens of sturgeons were registered 

 � All phones were donated to the fishermen to 
continue reporting by-catch and information 
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Components essential for success:

1. Knowledge of sturgeon biology and migration 
patterns — for phone monitoring

It is important to have a methodology for the distribution 
of phones and the collection of data that takes into account 
sturgeon migration patterns. The seasonal distribution of 
sturgeon species in the Danube and the Black Sea is different. 
In the Black Sea young and adult specimens can be found all 
year round, while in the Danube, with the exception of the 
freshwater species Acipenser ruthenus, sturgeons enter the 
river only for a few months during their breeding. Therefore, 
a monitoring season on the Black Sea coast is year-long while 
Danube monitoring should follow migration and spawning 
seasons. 

2. Collecting data that is comparable — for phone 
monitoring

The period of data collection via smartphone spanned from 
July 2018 to September 2020, with only 2019 covered 
entirely. Therefore, the result could not be interpreted by 
season. To obtain data that can be interpreted and that 
is comparable, several full years should be covered by 
monitoring.

3. Contracting locals or people with a strong tie to the 
community as part of the team 

This project relied on Sturgeon Advocates to present the 
activities to the fishing communities, to gain their trust and to 
motivate them to take part in the protection of sturgeons. The 
two Sturgeon Advocates performed around 100 visits to the 10 
communities. To convince some of the communities to attend 
research training (e.g Vetren) or to take part in smartphone 
monitoring (e.g Krapets), the Sturgeon Advocates dedicated 
more visits and time to them than the average. When working 
with new communities, it is important to perform frequent 
visits before gaining their trust. All in all, each community 
should be visited every month or every two months. Having 
prior knowledge of the area or an already established 
connection to the community should speed up the process and 
make it more likely to succeed. 

 � Who are the implementers and beneficiaries of 
the activity?

Implementation body: WWF-Bulgaria.

Beneficiaries: The direct and foremost beneficiaries are the 
sturgeon stocks. This is because the involvement of fishermen 
in research and monitoring sturgeon stocks contributes to 
data compilations which are essential for authorities to decide 
on the continuation of the fishing ban and other protection 
measures. Procuring transparent and continuous data will 
support the adoption of correct measures for the stocks in the 
long term. In addition, protection measures are more likely 
to be accepted and applied by fishermen who are involved in 

monitoring and feel responsible.

The research institutions, Executive Agency for Fisheries 
and Aquaculture (EAFA) and Ministry of Environment 
and Water (MOEW). These institutions lack data, as the 
official monitoring system in Bulgaria does not function 
for various reasons. The fishing ban on sturgeons obliges 
fishermen to release by-catch immediately but does not 
oblige them to notify the relevant authorities, nor to keep 
a clear record. EAFA has no information about the state of 
sturgeon populations in the Danube or the Black Sea after 
the introduction of the ban, and there is no data from the 
National Biodiversity Monitoring System (NBMS). The 
only data on sturgeon in Bulgaria at the moment is the data 
obtained from the training courses and annual surveys of 
WWF-Bulgaria on the Danube, as well as the data obtained 
from the smartphones distributed to fishermen.

The fishermen involved in research and monitoring training 
benefited from training and acquired an increased level of 
knowledge on sturgeon biology, methods of monitoring and 
species recognition. Any of the 24 involved fishermen could 
be employed to support national or European monitoring 
programs. As previously mentioned, two fishermen are 
already contracted to support monitoring activities in another 
project. 

Indirect beneficiaries: Fishing communities can benefit from 
the involvement of some of their own in research, and also 
from a strict monitoring system which can deter poaching and 
enable a long-term recovery — and legal use — of sturgeon 
stocks. 

 � What tools/ technologies were used? What are/
were the implementation costs?

Research Training 

 - fishing boat with an outboard engine with a bottom 
trammel drifting nets with different mesh size 

 - gasoline – 150 EUR per day training day

 - other fishing equipment: containers for the catch, oars, 
ropes, etc. 

 - net repairs 

 - identification tags (acoustic or PIT & antenna) 

 - training venue for around 10 people 

 - 2-3 trainers per session x 5-10 days (e.g. Sturgeon 
Advocate, Sturgeon Expert or fish biologist & tagging 
expert). 

Phone Monitoring

 - 6 smartphones, waterproof, with cameras and 
geolocation e.g. 100-250 EUR a phone 

 - Microsoft cloud 

 - internet access e.g. call and internet plan. 
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Replicability Criteria (Table 7)

CRITERIA

Did the activity have an impact on the 
planned objectives, especially on the 
protection of sturgeons?

It is too early to see an actual impact on sturgeon stocks, but 
very positive results for the protection of sturgeons have become 
evident already: fishermen release sturgeon by-catch and even 
report this to WWF and to the enforcement agencies, reducing 
the mortality through by-catch; due to the numerous reports by 
fishermen, the status of sturgeon stocks is better known, thus 
enabling more efficient protection; due to these reports, the 
whereabouts of released Russian sturgeons could be monitored, 
and the success of this conservation restocking could be 
ascertained.

Is the activity seen as favorable by 
beneficiaries?

The training of fishermen in sturgeon monitoring generated 
interest and support among the fishing communities. Several 
fishermen from the Danube communities agreed to attend 
the training sessions, even though some wanted to be kept 
anonymous, and felt proud to be working alongside scientists. 
After the training, these fishermen proudly displayed their new 
skills to their peers. 

Black Sea fishermen participated in the sturgeon monitoring 
by smartphone. These fishermen appreciated being contacted 
directly for information about the specimens they recorded. 
Showing respect for their involvement encouraged them to send 
more data. They also expressed interest in training sessions on 
scientific monitoring. 

Are the outcomes relevant on a national, 
regional, international level?

The activity itself is very useful for Bulgaria and the Lower 
Danube region, as fishermen trained in ichthyological monitoring 
and research are available to apply these very specific services. 
The results — data on sturgeons — are crucial at national, 
regional and international levels, and enhance knowledge about 
this threatened group of species.

Has the activity provided training and 
sufficient access to information to its 
target group?

Almost 30 fishermen from the Danube communities attended 
training sessions on methods for scientific sturgeon monitoring 
in the Danube, on the research of larvae and young-of-the-year 
specimens, and of adult sturgeon during spring and autumn 
breeding migrations. 

Black Sea fishermen who received a smartphone were also 
provided with information on:

 - how to carefully release accidentally caught fish

 - what kind of data they would need to collect on the 
specimens (such as weight, length)

 - how to take photos, e.g. what specific characteristics should 
feature in the photos (such as lateral rows of bony plates 
(scutes), mouth, whiskers, etc.or species-specific features to 
facilitate the correct identification of species).
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Continue

CRITERIA

Has the activity provided transfer of 
ownership?

An actual transfer of ownership has partly happened and has 
been enabled for the future: involved fishermen feel more 
responsible for sturgeons and will continue protecting them 
and releasing by-catch, and many offered to continue sending 
reports of sturgeon by-catch; state institutions, who are legally 
responsible for the monitoring of sturgeons, research institutes, 
etc. can call on trained consultants to enhance knowledge of the 
status of sturgeons and their conservation.

Has the activity established or 
encouraged networking? 

The activity is a showcase of networking, e.g. between fishermen, 
NGOs (WWF), scientific institutions (National Museum of 
Natural History of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences) and 
suppliers in electronic identification technology for fisheries 
and wildlife (BIOMARK). It also shows successful networking 
between EU-funded projects, with fishermen learning skills in 
a LIFE project (LIFE for Danube Sturgeons) and applying these 
skills in paid contracts in an Interreg project (MEASURES).  

Does the activity have the potential 
to outline policy proposals for better 
enforcement?

The activity enhanced the knowledge base on the status of 
sturgeons, which is fundamental for any decision by state 
institutions regarding better legal protection or enforcement. 

Does the activity have the potential to be 
replicated, and if so, by whom?

Monitoring of rare fish species is an urgent requirement for 
conservation, and it often suffers from lack of staff and resources. 
The involvement of fishermen in monitoring is an effective 
method that requires comparably low costs as e.g. fishermen 
are on site, have their own equipment that can be used, etc. 
This approach can be applied in many regions and for many 
(freshwater, coastal, and even marine) species.

What are specific components that can be 
replicated?

 - training of fishermen both theoretically and practically, to be 
able to perform scientific sturgeon monitoring

 -  training on how tags work

 - training on the safe release of by-catch sturgeons

 - team members on-site, or who are able to visit the 
community often 

 - appointing a team member who is responsible for receiving 
and collecting the photos, providing feedback and 
encouragement to the fishermen.

 - monitoring with smartphones operated by fishermen 

 - involvement of experts in identification solutions. 
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