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As Iranians themselves say, Iran is a country of contrasts, which are everywhere. Geographical 
position of Iran as our southern neighbor, diverse nature and fauna, ancient civilization and rapid 
economic growth urge us to look closely at hunting and conservation in this country. An agreement 
on scientific and technical cooperation between Iran and the USSR, which was signed in Moscow in 
1972, opens up new pathways for joint efforts in conservation, including preservation of waterfowl 
wintering areas in the south of the Caspian Sea.  
 
Iran is located in 25-40oN and 44-63oE and its area of 1648 km2 is almost three times larger than 
that of France. Iran’s terrain represents a huge bowl as the inner plateaus and plains lying at about 
1000 m above sea level are surrounded by mountain ridges (Alborz and Kopetdagh, Zagros and 
East Iranian mountains). Some peaks reach 4000-5000 m and above: Mt. Damavand to the north-
east of Tehran (5654 m), Mt. Sabalan between Tabriz and Astara (4820 m), a semi-active volcano 
Mt. Taftan (4042 m) near the boundary with Pakistan and many others. More than a half of Iran is 
covered by mountains, which are always seen on a horizon even from plains.  
 
Topography causes a tremendous diversity of climates in Iran, from 2000 mm of precipitation 
falling on the northern slopes of the Alborz Mts. exposed to the Caspian Sea, to near-zero 
precipitation in the Lut desert in the south-east. Winter is often marked by blizzards in Tehran, air 
temperatures dropping below -30oC in the mountains, but flowering Bougainvillea near the Persian 
Gulf. The summer temperatures of the air may rise to 50oC. Only one-tenth of the country is 
covered by forests. Humid subtropical deciduous forests along the Caspian Sea coast grow on the 
northern slopes of the Alborz up to the elevations of 2000-2400 m. Dry subtropical oak-pistachio 
forests are concentrated in the south-west along the Zagros Mts. (provinces of Kurdistan and 
Lorestan) and stretching archwise to Shiraz (Fars Province). The riparian forests, also known as 
tugay, have survived along some rivers in southern and south-eastern Iran. The southernmost areas, 
like the Clarence Strait and some parts of the Gulf of Oman, still hold unique mangrove forests. The 
other areas are covered by montane grasslands (dominated by wormwood and milkvetch species) 
and deserts of different types.  
 
The fauna of Iran is exceptionally diverse: 450 species of birds, more than 200 fishes and about 130 
mammals; the species inventory is still far away from being complete. For a comparison, Europe 
(without the Soviet Union), which is four times larger than Iran, ecologically more diverse and 
better studied, has only 133 species of mammals. According to X. Misonne, about 18% of Iranian 
mammals are endemics.  
 
Hunting in Iran has a long history confirmed by numerous hunting scenes on famous Iranian 
miniatures, carpets, ceramics and chased metal works discovered during excavations. Near 
Kermanshah, there is a rock-carved panel depicting the Shah’s hunt on fallow deer and wild boars 
in the 5th century, dated the times of the Sasanid dynasty. Official nature conservation began only in 
1956 when the first conservation law was adopted and the Game Council was established under the 
presidency of Prince Abdorreza, a junior brother of the Shahanshah. 
 
Insufficient funding, vast territories demanding for conservation, and age-old traditions of free 
hunting became a serious obstacle for the newly founded Game Council. However, already in 
August 1957 the Council succeeded to establish the first protected area in what is today’s 
Mohammed Reza Shah Wildlife Park. No grazing, logging, hunting and other forms of land use are 
allowed in wildlife parks, but these activities can be permitted in limited scales by special licenses.  
 



The idea of concentrating efforts and resources in quite small areas of high ecological or faunistic 
importance was successful and received further boost thereafter. A number of protected areas were 
established on the Lake Rezaiyeh, along the rivers Diz and Karkheh, in central Alborz, in the north-
western outskirt of the Kavir desert and in other places. In 1967, a new conservation law was 
adopted by the parliament and the Game Council was reorganized into the Game and Fish 
Department of Iran. By the end of 1969, Iran already had 20 protected areas of a total coverage of 
3374 thousand hectares and in 1970-1971 their number has increased to 37 (4427 thousand 
hectares), including 7 wildlife parks and 30 protected regions1.   
 
Now, it is often possible to see big signs on roads and mountain passes in many parts of Iran, which 
claim in Farsi and English: “Protected area. Hunting without a special license forbidden. Fines 
imposed for violation”. Conservation appears to be quite efficient, as once in a site Dasht in 
Khorasan where we hunted gerbils (in compliance with issued scientific permits), already half an 
hour after our first shot we were visited and checked by a horseback ranger. Numerous block posts 
on roads even in Iran’s remotest areas, which check all vehicles passing by, also limit possibilities 
for poachers. Additionally, rangers subordinated to the Game and Fish Department regularly patrol 
the remote areas of the country. 
 
Apart from the establishment of protected areas, much work has been done to regulate hunting and 
fishing in Iran. Fishing and hunting are considered illegal unless a person buys a license from the 
Game and Fish Department in Tehran or its branches in provinces. The licenses can be of three 
types: regular, special and commercial. A regular license can be bought for one year (the Persian 
year ends on March 21st) at 750 Rials2 for fishing, 850 Rials for bird hunting and 1750 Rials for 
animal hunting, without a right of transfer to another person. Commercial licenses are required for 
mass captures, purchases, sales or breeding. The conditions and procedures of license acquisition 
are available only in the central office of the Game and Fish Department in Tehran.  
 
Special licenses are valid only for the specified period of time and obligatory for hunting or fishing 
inside protected areas and for harvesting rare species in protected and non-protected lands. The 
protected species include the tiger, cheetah, Persian fallow deer, onager, goitered gazelle, jabeer 
gazelle, red deer, roe deer, pheasant, Caucasian black grouse, francolin, grey partridge, swans, 
bustards, flamingo, pelicans, Caspian salmon, trout and crocodile. The number of special licenses 
issued for each species changes over years depending on species abundance. No licenses were 
issued for killing or capturing tigers, cheetahs, crocodiles and Persian fallow deer and they are 
unlikely to be issued in the nearest future. 
 
The holder of a regular hunting license is eligible to kill, in one trip, no more than two mountain 
goats or sheep and only one of them can be a female. Only one leopard or bear can be killed. The 
closed season for all animals and birds (except for exceptional circumstances specified in special 
licenses) lasts usually from March 21st to June 21st.  
 
The closed season for mountain goats and sheep lasts from February 4th to July 22nd, for chukars 
and snowcocks from February 20th to August 22nd, for waterfowl from March 21st to September 
22nd. No fishing and hunting is permitted at night time, from one hour after the sunset to one hour 
before the sunrise. The use of automatic and semi-automatic firearms, vehicles, motorcycles and 
motorboats for wildlife chasing is prohibited. No poisons, explosives and drugs can be used for 
game species and no traps and nets can be used for species, except for waterfowl. Violation of these 
conditions leads to big fines or imprisonment from 11 days to one year. 
 

                                                 
1 I use the designations of protected areas, e.g. wildlife park and protected region, as given in Firouz et al. (1970), which 
is widely referred to in this paper – I.K.  
2 The exchange rate of 1971 was 76.5 Rials per US dollar.  



The Game and Fish Department has a special section of research and development, which studies 
the distribution, population fluctuations and ecology of the most important game species, and 
conducts essential biotechnical activities. There are no Iranian wildlife managers and foreign 
specialists have been hired on a short-term basis (1-2 years). Particularly, large mammals were 
studied by the US zoologists J. Hassinger, D. Lay and R. Valdez. A special role in the department’s 
research work is given to the experiments on the Kabudan island on the Lake Rezaiyeh. Here, there 
are more than three thousand wild sheep living on 3125 hectares. The abundance of sheep has 
soared to the levels threatening the very existence of the species’ food base. Two leopards, a male 
and a female, were released on Kabudan in 1970. They produced offspring in the next year, but 
failed to bring the sheep population to an equilibrium. In 1972, according to my conversation with 
Dr. R. Valdez, several hundreds of sheep had to be captured and translocated to other places. The 
studies of predator-prey relationships on this island continue. The department also carries out 
research on animal movements and migrations, which are expected to give a scientific basis for the 
delineation of protected area boundaries. 
 
The results of research and other information about the Game and Fish Department have been 
published in its monthly bulletin and also in the monthly magazine Hunting and Nature. In 1971, 
the department has published two well-illustrated brochures, one of which is dedicated to humid 
habitats and waterfowl of Iran. Field guides of game mammals and birds will come out soon.  
 
Out of all immense diversity of the Iranian fauna, only one species had completely disappeared 
during the past decades – the Asiatic lion. Its pictures are numerous on the rock bas-reliefs of 
Persepolis, the ancient capital of the Persian empire, near Shiraz. In 1876, W.T. Blanford wrote that 
lions were common between Khuzestan and Fars. The last records of lion encounters are dated 
December 1941 and May 1942 and confined to the area 65 km to the north and north-west of 
Dizful. Nobody ever saw lions since then, and there is no hope for their survival here.  
 
Apparently, the Caspian tiger is also close to extinction. As de Filippi reported, the tiger range 
extended through the forests of the Caspian provinces Gilan and Mazandaran. In his book 
“Zoogeographical analysis of the mammals of Iran”, X. Misonne noted a tiger near Dasht village in 
the Khorasan Province. Interestingly, the ranger whom we met near this village in 1969, also 
reported about the tigers living in forests that stretch into the Mohammad Reza Shah National Park. 
In most recent times, there are no cases of tiger encounters and attacks on domestic animals and the 
specialists from the Game and Fish Department also doubt the tiger existence in protected areas.  
 
The Persian fallow deer was widely distributed throughout the Middle East, but declared extinct by 
the 1940s. In 1955, it was re-discovered in two narrow strips of the riparian forest along the rivers 
Diz and Karkheh in the Khuzestan Province. Both these areas were granted the protection status in 
1960. In the past years, it was still possible to see up to nine individuals of fallow deer together and 
despite impenetrable jungles make deer counts unfeasible, the population size is supposed to be 
more than 40 deer. 
 
Two successful attempts of artificial breeding were made to preserve the fallow deer. One male and 
two females were donated to the private zoo of G. von Opel in Kronberg, near Frankfurt. When the 
male died, the Game and Fish Department supplied another male in 1963 under conditions that 50% 
of future offspring would belong to the department. Currently, there are 16 Persian fallow deer in 
Germany. In 1963, Prince Abdorreza granted 55 ha of deep oak forest from his premises in the 
Mazandaran Province to the department. This forest was fenced and swath-cut to accept four fallow 
deer in 1963, one juvenile male and an adult female in 1965, and another adult female in 1967. As 
in spring 1971, the local herd of fallow deer numbered 17 individuals.  
 



Huge herds of onagers occurred in Iran in the past century. The emergence of numerous hunters on 
off-road vehicles after the World War II and an ever-increasing pressure from sheep breeding made 
this species survive only in the least accessible areas of deserts. W. Street’s expedition in January 
1963 observed the onagers twice (one individual and a group of 6 animals) to the north-west of the 
Kavir desert, near the Chah Ali Khan waterhole. D. Lay also noted that the onager was well-known 
in Baluchistan and local hunters indicated its seasonal migrations. In Kavir Protected Region, a herd 
of 15 adults and 4 juveniles was found, in addition to numerous goitered gazelles. Perhaps, stringent 
conservation measures contributed to the recovery of the onager population, which is now 
distributed mostly in the provinces of Tehran, Khorasan, Isfahan, Kerman and Fars and numbers 
less than 1200 individuals.  
 
The cheetah was once used by the Iranian shahs for gazelle hunts. The disappearance of gazelles as 
the cheetah’s main prey was the driver of population reduction and range shrinkage in the cheetah. 
According to observations of specialists from the Game and Fish Department, a recovery of 
ungulate populations in some desert protected areas leads to an increase of cheetah numbers. The 
current, very rough estimate of the cheetah population in Iranian deserts is about 200 individuals.  
 
The mugger crocodile reaches a length of 4 m and lives only in the deepest parts of the rivers 
Sarbaz and Dashtiari in the extreme southeast of Iranian Baluchistan. Unlimited hunting affected 
this species as well. A study of 1970 has shown than the total population in Iran numbers from 50 to 
100 crocodiles, which are strictly protected and since 1971 their habitats are incorporated into the 
new Bahukalat Protected Area.  
 
The great bustard is the most threatened bird species of Iran. Just 15 years ago, bustard flocks in 
autumn could number up to 200 birds. The latest counts and observations of the Game and Fish 
Department show that the total Iranian population is unlikely to exceed 200 individuals. This 
decline was a result of hunting pressure and widespread plowing of nesting grounds in southern 
Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Kermanshah and Khorasan. In 1967, the bustard was declared officially 
protected and in 1971 a special program was developed to recover its population.  
 
Other protected species are in a much better state and can be safe if hunting regulations are 
stringently complied and numerous conservation programs are successfully implemented.  
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