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he epitome of fine dining and feted
by the world's greatest chefs and
gourmands as a delicacy par excellence,
caviar is one of the most famous animal
products in the world. The salt-cured
eggs (or roe) of the sturgeon might
not be to everyone's taste, but there
is no denying caviar's gastronomic
and cultural importance, nor its prohibitive cost. The most
expensive types of the so-called black gold can fetch up to
$30,000 per kilo, with some of the highest prices reserved
for the caviar of wild sturgeons caught in the Caspian Sea.
But now there's a problem. Sturgeons are in trouble, with
scientists estimating that global populations have declined
by as much as 90 per cent over the past 30 years. Experts
point to the Caspian Sea as a textbook case of the concept of
the tragedy of the commons - in which a common resource
is exploited to the benefit of an individual - with its endemic

species of sturgeon in danger of extinction as a result of over
exploitation, pollution and habitat loss. "The main problems
facing sturgeon in Azerbaijan are illegal poaching and loss
of their spawning grounds due to hydroelectric dams in the
rivers," says Rory Moore of the Blue Marine Foundation
(BLUE), which works globally to create marine reserves and
establish models of sustainable fishing. In Azerbaijan, BLUE
has been working with local NGO International Dialogue for
Environmental Action ODEA) and the Ministry of Ecology and
Natural Resources to create the first marine protected area in
the Caspian Sea for the sturgeon and other marine species.
Meanwhile, an ambitious new project is taking shape.
Designed to help bolster the wild sturgeon population in the
Caspian through a coordinated rear-and-release programme
while also producing the world's first truly sustainable and
eco-friendly caviar, the Azerbaijan Fish Farm is scheduled
to open in autumn next year. "We want to play a leading role
in the sturgeon restoration process," says company CEO, ►
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Caviar is synonymous with luxury, and that's the problem - the Caspian
Sea's sturgeon population is being overfished. But on the coast of
Azerbaijan there are new projects dedicated to saving this ancient species
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