Armenia: A Global Hotspot of Biodiversity Under Acute Threat

By Moorad Mooradian and Jeff Masarjian

The Republic of Armenia is located in the southern Caucasus, at the convergence of 3 major bio-geographic regions, and has within it 7 of the world’s 9 climate zones.  Although it consists of only 29,000 square kilometers, amounting to 0.05% of the land mass of the northern hemisphere, it is home to 40% of all landscape types found there. 

As a result, Armenia has enormous biological diversity, including:  8800 plant species,  half of which are at risk of extinction; 13 species and 360 varieties of wheat, which was first cultivated there 10,000 years ago; 260 species of trees and bushes; 17,500 invertebrate and 500 vertebrate species of animals, of which 346 species are birds (of the 500 vertebrate species, 300 are rare or declining, and 18 are at risk of extinction); and  one-third of the 156 reptile species found in the  former Soviet Union.  Many of these species are experiencing loss of habitat and are in peril due to the effects of deforestation in Armenia.

In 1900, 25% of Armenia was covered with forests.  After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, a regional conflict for the liberation of the Armenian enclave of Nagorno-Karabagh  led to an economic blockade of the country which prevented the import of heating and cooking fuel.  The wide scale cutting of trees for fuel during the next several years left the Republic with approximately 12% forest cover.  According to government statistics, forests now cover approximately 11% of the land surface of Armenia, while others have estimated forest cover at less than 8%. The United Nations has reported that 80 percent of Armenia is at risk of becoming desert. 

Today, the loss of forests is caused by poverty and unemployment, a lack of alternate fuel sources, legal and illegal cutting and export of wood, and improper management. Forests perform important environmental and socioeconomic functions, and when they disappear, long-term consequences result, such as  erosion, flooding, and landslides, climate extremes, loss of water supply, reduction of topsoil fertility, loss of plant and animal biodiversity, and severe air pollution. The harsh reality is that all of Armenia’s forests may be gone in as little as 20 years at the current rate of deforestation, leading to irreversible environmental damage.

In Armenia, as in many developing countries, people often think that short-term economic opportunities  should take priority over long-term environmental considerations.  Teghut is a small agrarian village (population 850) in northern Armenia.  Decades ago deposits of copper and molybdenum ore were identified lying deep in the forested mountains, but were never exploited.  

Currently, a foreign owned company called Armenian Copper Program is seeking final approval by the government to begin the process of clear cutting over 600 hectares of forests on the mountain.  Although the company has offered to replant trees in other areas of Armenia, small saplings can never replace the habitats and ecosystems that will be destroyed in Teghut, or the plants and animals that will surely perish.  

The company plans to create an open pit strip mine to remove the ore, which is estimated to consist of 2% of all the soil which will be removed.  The waste from the chemical processing of the soil will be deposited into a new tailing dump in a nearby pristine gorge. (see photo) As evidenced by other copper tailing dumps in Armenia, such as the one in Aghtala, toxic chemicals and heavy metals from the dump will leach into the soil and ground water, eventually finding their way into nearby rivers and creating a permanent death zone in the area.  (see photo)

Several months ago, 26 local organizations formed the SOS Teghut Coalition to raise public awareness and lobby government officials to reconsider what appears to be a likely and final approval of the company's mining plans.  Many of the local residents, who struggle with grinding poverty, are understandably in favor of the mining project because of the jobs it will bring, despite the permanent damage that will be wrought upon their land and the health of their families- and others in neighboring regions. 

SOS Teghut coalition is seeking the help of concerned individuals both in Armenia and around the globe to encourage the government to pursue an alternative form of sustainable economic development for the area, which will preserve the unique ecosystem there.  

As such, the coalition initiated an electronic action alert this week, asking supporters to send an email to the President of Armenia and other government officials requesting that the forest be declared a permanent nature reserve.   Within the first 24 hours of the campaign, already 550 letters have been sent. 
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Armenia Tree Project was founded in  1994 to further Armenia’s economic and social development by mobilizing resources to fund reforestation.  These vital new forests would provide food, fuel, wood, environmental benefits and opportunities for economic growth.  Our goal is to assist the Armenian people in using trees to improve their standard of living and protect the global environment.  In so doing, we will be guided by the need to promote self-sufficiency, aid those with fewest resources first, and conserve the indigenous ecosystem.

