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Aims and objectives
The ultimate aim of the travel scholarship to Kyrgyzstan was to undertake a broad study of
wildflower meadows in a number of distinct locations within the country. The sites were
carefully chosen to encompass the wide variety of meadows found in Kyrgyzstan.
The key objectives of this trip were to:
•
•
•

Observe the unique meadow environments of Kyrgyzstan, such as the steppes and
alpine meadows.
Study the range of native wildflower species found in these meadows.
Gain a broad understanding of how the composition varies between these habitats
and the reasons for any significant differences.

Summary of locations visited
Travel route across Kyrgyzstan between 18th June and 4th July 2018:

Figure 1: Travel route through Kyrgyzstan.
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Itinerary
Date

Site

Short description

19/06/2018

Bishkek

Tour of Bishkek.

20-21/06/2018

Chong Kemin National Park

Botanising in Chong Kemin National
Park.

22/06/2018

Gorge of Chong Say

Botanising in the gorge of Chong Say.

23/06/2018

Temir Kanat

Botanising in the hills and steppes of
Temir Kanat.

24/06/2018

Skazka valley

Trek and botanising in Skazka valley.

25/06/2018

Skazka Valley gorge

Botanising in Skazka Valley Gorge.

26-27/06/2018

Burana

28/06/2018

Alamedin

29/06/2018

Chychkan

30/06/2018

Sary-Chelek Nature Reserve

1/07/2018

Arslanbob

2-3/07/2018

Arslanbob, Osh

4/07/2018

London

Stop at Burana tower and short
botanical survey.
Botanising in the gorge of the
Alamedin National Park.
Visit to Chychkan Gorge with a stop in
Suusamyr Valley on way.
Trek and botanising around SaryChelek lake.
Afternoon trek through the Walnut
forest.
Trek Babash-Ata mountain,
Arslanbob.
Arrive at London Heathrow.

Figure 2: Itinerary of locations visited.
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Introduction
Kyrgyzstan is a republic (officially named the Kyrgyz Republic) with a very interesting history.
In the past, the country has been self governed as well as ruled by the Uyghur and
Mongolian Empires. It was conquered by the Manchus and Uzbeks and in 1876 became part
of the Russian Empire (and later a part of the SSSR). It became an independent country in
1991 after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Kyrgyzstan is situated in the heart of the Eurasian continent. It borders with the Republics of
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and China.

Kyrgyzstan

Figure 3: A map of central Asia.

Kyrgyzstan covers an area of 199,900 km2. The country is divided into seven regions and the
capital city is Bishkek. Osh is the second largest city and is considered the capital of the
south of the country.

Figure 4: A map of the territorial and administrative divisions of Kyrgyzstan.

The population of the country is just over 6 million, with 34% of the population living in urban
areas and the remaining 66% in rural areas. The nation's largest ethnic group are the Kyrgyz
(70.9%), followed by Russians (9.0%) mainly living in the north and Uzbeks (14.5%) in the
south. Sunni Muslims make up about 83% of the population (UNDP, 2018).
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Before the 1930s the Kyrgyz people had a nomadic style of living, but a sedentary lifestyle
was imposed during Soviet times. Traditionally the people were nomads herding sheep over
the vast landscape and their livelihood depended on them. They lived in yurts made out of
wood and felt, with the inside beautifully decorated with handmade soft furnishings.
For many people the traditional lifestyle quickly changed under the Soviet regime. In the
1930s, the new sedentary lifestyle brought huge changes in the way people lived and
interacted with the landscape. Almost overnight, sheep herders became farmers in statesponsored farms.
However yurts remain an important part of their lives. Today, many households have them
erected in their gardens and they are used in the summer months for dining and socialising.
The importance of the yurt is reflected in the national flag where the unusual cross in the
centre represents the ceiling of a yurt. This symbol sits within a sun with 40 rays, which
represent the 40 traditional tribes living in the country.

Figure 5: A traditional yurt.
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Figure 6: The interior of a yurt.

Figure 7: The flag of the Kyrgyz Republic and the cross representing the ceiling of a yurt.

Around 79.5% of cultivated land is in private ownership. Agriculture is focused on the
production of meat, dairy products, wool, grain and forage crops, cotton, tobacco,
vegetables, fruits, vegetable oil and other crops.
The mountains dominate most of the landscape and the biggest mountain range is Tian
Shan. 90% of the country is over 1,500 metres above sea level. The mountain ranges and
the land-locked position determine the climate (UNDP, 2018).
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Figure 8: A map of the mountain ranges of Kyrgyzstan.

In different parts of the country, the climate varies dramatically from a sharp continental to
cold semi-arid climate (and many other microclimates). The vegetation has evolved under
the influence of these extreme conditions, as well as the elevation, intensity of solar
radiation, and wind.
The political, social and economic situation is very complex, but it is important to understand
how the Kyrgyz people interact with their landscape and environment. The country is
particularly vulnerable to natural and anthropogenic effects, as it’s going through a difficult
period of transition to a market economy.
The greatest amount of threatened flora is found in the desert and steppe ecosystems, which
are exposed to the most destructive anthropogenic influences – mainly related to efforts to
turn them into cultivated land. Pasture ecosystems have been over exploited since the
second half of the 20th century, when grazing was 5–10 times above sustainable limits.
Although these figures have been drastically reduced, the pastures continue to decrease –
and unregulated grazing is still the main contributor to their degradation.
Bishkek is the capital city and is located in the Chuy Valley, at the northern edge of the
Kyrgyz Ala-Too Range, at about 800m above sea level. The city centre is a busy
administrative and business hub. The important buildings are often covered in white marble
and surrounded by municipal parks and squares. The boulevard-style city centre streets are
wide and framed with mature oak, ash and poplar trees. Streets follow a grid pattern and
have narrow irrigation channels alongside them to water the many trees which provide shade
in the hot summers.
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Figure 9: The White House (the President’s
residence).

Figure 10: One of many small city squares.

Figure 11: A public park with mature poplar
trees to provide much needed shade.

Figure 12: A boulevard-style road framed with
ash trees and automatic irrigation.
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Figure 13: A typical view of the outskirts of Bishkek.

The city has a population of about one million people. Most of the people live in the outskirts
of the city in privately owned detached houses with small gardens. It is common for three
generations of the same family to live together under the same roof.
There are many restaurants and cafes in the city providing local Kyrgyz food and food from
all over the world. One of the biggest attractions in the city is the Osh Bazaar, which attracts
thousands of people from all over the country. It is a bustling market with many indoor and
outdoor stands selling everything including bread, meat, fruits, vegetables, spices, clothes,
hardware and souvenirs.

Figure 14: The Osh Bazaar.
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Overview of the flora of Kyrgyzstan
Kyrgyzstan is one of two hundred priority eco-regions on the planet due to a high
concentration of species diversity; about 2% of the world’s flora. There are 2,179 species of
fungi; 1,119 different types of algae; 495 lichens; 183 bryophytes and 4,100 species of
flowering plants. 10% of plants are endemic. Some of them have narrow distribution areas –
being confined to a few mountain ranges or even small valleys (UNDP, 2018).
Steppes are the most common type of habitat, with grass species such as Poa spp. and
Festuca spp. being the most dominant.

Figure 15: A typical steppe in Kyrgyzstan.

The term ‘steppe’ is used to describe any temperate grassland or semi-arid shrubland in the
northern or southern hemisphere. A steppe may be semi-arid or covered with grass or
shrubs (or both) depending on the season and altitude.
The term is often associated with the grasslands of Central Asia (known as ‘the Great
Steppe’) stretching from Ukraine and Moldova in the west through to Russia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, China, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.
The type of vegetation is dependent on the type of soil. The soil in Kyrgyzstan varies
throughout the country but the most frequent types are grey-brown, brown and chestnut
soils, as well as chernozem (FAO, 2019). Chernozem is very fertile and can produce high
agricultural yields with its high moisture storage capacity.
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Since steppes occur at different altitudes, they have different plant compositions and
structures such as the Artemisia steppes (lowland steppes) and shallow Festuca steppes
(upland steppes).
Some 16 endemic species of tulips (Tulipa spp.) thrive in the steppes and meadows of the
region. The largest tulip, also known as the ‘king of the tulips’, Tulipa greigii and T.
kaufmanniana are found only in western Tian Shan. The two species served as genetic stock
for two groups of commercial tulips that are now widely cultivated and known around the
world. The genus Allium L. is species-rich and has over 85 species recorded. Allium
spathulatum is endemic and found in the Fergana Range in Western Tian-Shan (FAO, 2019).
The world’s largest natural growing walnut forest (Juglans regia) is found in the south of the
country in Arslanbob. The walnut forests have always been important to the people living in
the region as a source of firewood, timber and food.
Nestled among the walnut trees are wild apples (Malus spp.), pears (Pyrus spp.), and cherry
(Prunus spp.) trees. Scientists believe that the cultivated apple (Malus domestica) originated
from the wild apple (Malus sieversii) in the Tian Shan mountains. The fruit trees exhibit a
high genetic diversity, which could prove vital in the development of new disease-resistant or
climate-tolerant fruit varieties. This could be of huge importance to future food security as the
global climate changes (BGCI, 2019).
Endemic species of fir (Abies semenovii), spruce trees (Picea schrenkiana), juniper species
(Juniperus spp.,) and ephedra species (Ephedra spp.) also play an important role in the
vegetation.
Kyrgyzstan has a network of specially protected natural areas (SPNA) including 10 State
Nature Reserves and 9 natural national parks. 6% of the country is considered to be of
special ecological, scientific and aesthetic value (BGCI, 2019).

Climate
The climate is strongly affected by the mountains, which influence the vertical climatic
zonation. There is a regular change in direction of the prevailing winds between the
mountains and the valleys.
During the cold period of the year, the majority of the country is under the influence of the
Siberian anticyclone, which brings clear, cold weather, while precipitation is the result of the
passage of the western, northern and southern weather fronts. The highest annual
precipitation is on the western slopes of the Fergana Range at 1,090 mm, while the lowest,
at the western end of the Lake Issyk-Kul basin is 144 mm (Wikipedia, 2018).

15

Figure 16: The climate patterns in Kyrgyzstan.

In most parts the climate is continental with cold winters and hot summers. Winter
temperatures – especially in the mountains – are low, and can be down to -30°C. In July, the
average temperature is between 25°C to 37°C. Overall, precipitation is concentrated in
autumn, winter and spring, while summer is usually hot and dry (Wikipedia, 2018).
The steppes are dry environments. They are too dry to support a forest but not dry enough to
be a desert. As a result, they support vegetation consisting of shrubs, grasses and
herbaceous plants.

North-east Kyrgyzstan
Chong Kemin National Park
125km from Bishkek lies Chong Kemin National Park. Chong Kemin National Park was
founded in 1997 and covers 500 hectares of land.
The Chong Kemin Valley lies within this national park and it is famous for its outstanding
natural beauty, with a rich and diverse flora. This area has steppe vegetation and many plant
species that are typical for this part of Kyrgyzstan.
On our way to Chong Kemin National Park we stopped twice to explore the vegetation. We
could clearly see how it changed with the increase in altitude. In the valley (with a stream
running through it) the herbaceous vegetation was lush. However the hills were stonier and
drier with low-growing vegetation and stunted shrubs and trees.
The fields were composed of grasses and herbaceous annuals/perennials and bulbs. The
fields appeared green and lush but on closer inspection were full of colour. Some of the
species noted were Euphorbia longifolia, Mentha asiatica, Iris halophila, Bromus inermis,
along with Apocynum lancifolium, Salvia deserta, Hypericum perforatum and Agrimonia
asiatica.
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Figure 17: The fields at lower altitudes on the way to Chong Kemin Valley.

Figure 18: Salvia deserta and Hypericum
perforatum.

Figure 19: Apocynum lancifolium.

Figure 20: Agrimonia asiatica.
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Only a half-an-hour drive away from these fields we stopped to explore the hills and their
vegetation. The composition of plants clearly indicated that this environment was much drier
and wind exposed. Plants were adapted to conserve the water and reduce water loss
(covered in hairs, small tiny leaves, silver in colour, etc.) and trees and shrubs were stunted
in growth and shaped by winds.
Some of the plants noted in these exposed hills were Verbascum songaricum, Papaver
pavoninum, Pedicularis semenovii, Achillea wilhelmsii, Limonium gmelinii, Onopordum
acanthium, and Acer semenovii.

Figure 21: Limonium gmelinii.

Figure 22: Verbascum songaricum.

Figure 23: Achillea wilhelmsii.
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Figure 24: Onopordum acanthium.

Figure 25: Acer semenovii.

Figure 26: On the way Chong Kemin Valley – a view of the higher altitudes.
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We stayed in a private guesthouse in a small village within the valley where we experienced
delicious Kyrgyz food, traditional yurts and wonderful hospitality.

Figure 27: A traditional Kyrgyz yurt.

Figure 28: Lunch served in a traditional Kyrgyz
yurt.

Despite the very wet weather we ventured into the valley which provided dramatic views of
the village and its surrounding area.

Figure 29: Views of the village from the valley.

The first day botanising was truly exciting and gave us a taste of things to come. The
dramatic landscape (dominated by hills and mountains) and sharp continental climate
(temperature, precipitation, winds and sun exposure) play a major part in determining the
vegetative cover, which can vary drastically over short distances.
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Chong Kemin Valley
There were a few small villages dotted around the valley. The people mostly rely on
agriculture for their livelihood and cultivate the fields surrounding the village in the flatter part
of the valley. The vegetables most grown are potatoes and cabbages along with wheat. The
cultivated land is in private ownership and managed and worked on by all family members
using horse-drawn ploughs and hand tools.

Figure 30: A field cultivated with potatoes in Chong Kemin Valley.
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Figure 31: Cultivating a field.

Figure 32: Fields of Onobrychis arenaria.
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The fields are irrigated by diverting small streams running from the hills using a simple
system of channels and ditches. The fields are managed on rotation; after a few years of
cultivation the fields are left to rest to recover fertility. One of the first plants to establish in
these fields is Onobrychis arenaria, indicating that there is a high seed bank of this species
present in the soil.
Along the edges of the fields and surrounding the cultivated land were the most beautiful
flower meadows. These meadows are cut for hay which is used to feed livestock over the
winter. Some of the species found here are Echium vulgare, Onobrychis arenaria, Lathyrus
tuberosus, Aster canescens, Hypericum perforatum and Agrimonia asiatica.

Figure 33: A typical meadow view in the Chong Kemin Valley.

As we climbed up the hills, we came across Artemisia steppes (lowland steppes). I was truly
amazed at how versatile this habitat is. Walking through the steppe is a very sensory
experience as most plants are aromatic with the most inviting fragrance. The scent was
absolutely amazing and it felt like I was standing in a meadow in the Mediterranean.
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Figure 34: An Artemisa steppe.

There were many different annual and perennial herbaceous plants. These included Papaver
pavoninum, Origanum vulgare f. asiatica, Artemisia absinthium, Artemisia dracunculus,
Artemisia persica, Artemisia serotina, Adonis parviflora, Mentha asiatica, Thalictrum minus
subsp. asiatica, Nepeta nuda, Urtica cannabina, Cannabis ruderalis, Allium sp., Lathyrus
tuberosus, and Thymus sp.

Figure 35: Papaver pavoninum.

Figure 36: Thymus spp.
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Figure 37: Trees and shrubs in the higher altitudes and also along the stream.

As we went further up the hill the vegetation changed again. Lush meadows were replaced
with grasslands mostly containing Fescue spp. and these are often called Festuca steppes
(or upland steppes). In places, these were dissected with streams along which shrubs and
trees grew, such as Berberis sphaerocarpus and Crataegus korolkowii. We very quickly
learnt how to read the landscape – if you saw shrubs and trees in the distance you knew that
a source of water would also be there.
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Chong Say Gorge

Figure 38: Views of the Chong Say Gorge (Onopordum acanthium in the foreground).

The dramatic landscape of Chong Say Gorge was a true botanical delight. It was another
example of how the vegetation changed in close proximity to a water source. The banks of
the river were dominated by woody plants, and grassland became more dominant the further
away we went. The most common shrubs were Rosa bergeria and Berberis spp. The shrubs
were dotted around the landscape along with small trees of Malus sp. and Acer semenovii.

Figure 39: Rosa sp.

Figure 40: Malus sp.

Clumps of Verbascum songaricum and Artemisia sp. looked very impressive on the steep
hills, towering over grasses and other herbaceous plants. Achnatherum splendens was the
most predominant grass in the wetter parts of the gorge (mostly along the river) whereas
Bromus sp. dominated in the drier parts. Plants such as Euphorbia soongarica, Achillea
wilhelmsii, Glaucium fimbrilligerum, Hyoscyamus pusillus and Eremostachys molucelloides
could all be seen dotted around the hills. These plants, with bright yellow flowers, contrasted
26

beautifully against the Echium vulgare, Aster canescens, Onopordum acanthium, Allium
trachyscordum and Limonium sp., all with purple-pink flowers.

Figure 41: Verbascum songaricum.

Figure 42: Achillea wilhelmsii.

Figure 43: Hyoscyamus pusillus.
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Figure 44: Eremostachys molucelloides.

Figure 45: Dodartia sp.

Figure 46: Limonium sp.

Figure 47: Echium vulgare.

Figure 48: Plant diversity on the dry hills.
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Temir Kanat
The hills of Temir Kanat had the most stunning meadows and steppes. In the higher altitudes
there were excellent examples of alpine plants sandwiched between the most intricate rock
formations.
The meadows in the lowlands were very lush and had examples of plants I hadn’t seen
anywhere else in Kyrgyzstan – such as the orchids Dactylorhiza salina and D. umbrosa.
Clumps of Lindelofia stylosa looked very delicate in the summer breeze along with Phlomis
pratensis, P. oreophila, Hedysarum songaricum and Potentilla phyllocalyx.

Figure 49: Lindelofia stylosa.

Figure 50: Dactylorhiza salina and D. umbrosa.

Figure 51: Codonopsis clematidea.

Figure 52: Primula algida.
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This grassland steppe vegetation was seen over a broad range of altitudes and merged with
the alpine vegetation at higher altitudes. The steppes were dominated by the grasses Stipa
spp. and Festuca spp.

Figure 53: The steppes of Temir Kanat.

The alpine zone was dominated by the low-growing sedges Kobresia spp. and Carex spp.,
various alpine plants like Limonium gmelinii, L. heterosepalum, Dianthus crinitus, Clematis
alpina ssp. sibirica, Papaver nudicaule, Arenaria formosa, Potentilla nervosa, Aster alpinus,
Leontopodium ochroleucum, and species of Gentiana, Saxifrage, and Ranunculus.

Figure 54: Parnassia laxmannii.

Figure 55: Leontopodium ochroleucum.
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Skazka Valley – Issyk Kul
Lake Issyk-Kul is located high in the northern Tian Shan in the east of the country. In 2001,
Issyk-Kul was included in the World Network of Biosphere Reserves by UNESCO. It is in a
conservation area and under national jurisdiction.
Issyk-Kul is the world’s ninth largest lake by volume, and one of the planet’s 20 rare ancient
lakes, having been formed roughly 25 million years ago. It is 180km in length and 60km wide
at its widest point, has an average depth of 200 metres, and a maximum depth of 668
metres. High salinity keeps the lake from freezing, making it a vital winter stopover for
migratory birds. It is visited by up to 50,000 migratory water birds including the whooper
swan, mute swan, and common pochard, as well as small colonies of nesting storks.

Figure 56: Lake Issyk-Kul.

The biosphere reserve has many types of ecosystems, from deserts to lakes to alpine
tundra. Among the reserve’s flora and fauna are many endangered species in its
unpopulated areas, including Marco Polo sheep, Siberian ibex, and the snow leopard. The
ecosystem types are semideserts and deserts in the foothills (1,600–2,400 metres); foothill
steppe ecosystems such as meadows, and juniper and spruce forests (2,000–3,000 metres);
high mountain tundra (2,700–3,500 metres); and aquatic ecosystems (Lake Issyk-Kul and
mountain rivers).
Poor agricultural practices, mining, and the introduction of non-native species have all
compromised the lake’s natural biodiversity.
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The Skazka Valley is an area of bare red earth eroded into an impressive landscape. Skazka
Canyon is one of the most stunning places in Kyrgyzstan, filled with impressive sandstone
shapes that give the spot its name, which means ‘fairytale’ in Russian.

Figure 57: Colourful rock formations.

The plants found here are adapted to living in harsh dry conditions. In lower altitudes we
observed plants such as Haplophyllum acutifolium, Dracocephalum bipinnatum, Caragana
leucophloea, Dracocephalum nutans, Ephedra glauca, Clematis soongarica, Perovskia
scrophulariifolia, Limonium kaschgaricum, Allium oreoscordum, Allium korolkowii,
Acantholimon alatavicum, Asparagus persicus, Centaurea turkestanica, Anabasis
tianschanica, Juniperus sabina, Iris halophila (next to a small stream) and Stipa capillata.
Some plants have evolved to exploit others in order to survive. Cuscuta monogyna was
spotted parasitizing on different plants. It attaches itself to the plants and wraps itself around
them. It produces haustoria which is inserted into the vascular system of the host, slowly
killing the host plant. In addition, numerous Orobanche coerulescens plants were spotted
parasitizing on Artemisia spp.
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Figure 58: Ephedra glauca shrubs in the foreground and Juniperus sabina shrubs in the background.

Figure 59: Perovskia spp.

Figure 60: Leontopodium ochroleucum.
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Figure 61: Limonium spp.

Figure 62: Cuscuta spp.

Skazka Valley Gorge
The gorge was another example of a very dry, almost desert like, habitat. The plants seemed
to grow in sandy dust. Tamarix arceutoldes was the most common shrub and this plant is
adapted to living in saline conditions. Drifts of Ephedra glauca shrubs were spread along the
gorge alongside Perovskia abrotanoides.

Figure 63: The deep ridges of the Skazka Valley Gorge formed by melting snow.
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Figure 64: Tamarix arceutoldes.

Figure 65: Ephedra glauca.

Figure 66: Clematis songarica.
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As I travelled through the country from east to west, the steppes continued to dominate the
landscape. It was very impressive to see shepherds herding vast flocks of sheep across it. In
places plants such as Delphinium semibarbata were spotted towering over the grasses.
Eremurus tianschanicus was another more common example. It formed dense drifts and
appeared at both lower and higher altitudes.

Figure 67: The steppes of central Kyrgyzstan.

Figure 68: Daphinium semibarbata.

Figure 69: Eremurus tiaschanicus.
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Burana
The Burana Tower is a large minaret in the Chuy Valley in northern Kyrgyzstan. It is located
about 80 km east of Bishkek. The tower, along with grave markers, and the remnants of a
castle and three mausoleums, are the remains of the ancient city of Balasagun from the 9th
century.

Figure 70: The Burana Tower.

The lowland fields around Burana Tower were either cultivated or grazed by livestock. The
remnants of the meadow flora can be seen on the verges of these fields. As shown in Figure
72 they were truly diverse in plant species and very picturesque. Some of the plants found
there were Eremurus spp., Achillea spp., Hypericum spp., Allium spp., Verbascum spp., and
Festuca spp.

Figure 71: The grave markers.

Figure 72: The picturesque meadows
surrounding the tower.
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Alamedin National Park
Alamedin Gorge is a striking feature within Alamedin National Park, 30km south of Bishkek.
Due to higher rainfall, the area has forests of Picea schrenkiana, abies semenovii and Betula
tianschanica trees. The floodplain is also covered by a great variety of bushes.
Juniperus spp. and Salix spp. are scattered across the gorge’s green meadows. Mushrooms
and wild strawberries also thrive here as well as wild bushes of Ribes nigrum, Prunus
spinosa, Rosa spp. and Berberis spp. Flora alongside the woodland verges was very rich
and in particular it was impressive to see drifts of Aconitum leucostomum (Figures 73 and
74).

Figure 73: Aconitum leucostomum.

Figure 74: Close up of Aconitum leucostomum.

Chychkan Gorge
Chychkan Gorge is a long and picturesque gorge in the northern part of the Jalal-Abad
Region. The mountains that surround the gorge also influence its climate. The gorge has
considerably higher relative humidity and rainfall similar to Alamedin National Park. As a
result the vegetation is diverse and very lush. The gorge has a forest and its slopes are
covered with Abies semenovii. This was very impressive to see and very different to the
steppe vegetation leading to the gorge. A turbulent river flows along the bottom of the gorge
and its banks are covered in flowers and thickets of mountain berries. Some of the species
found in the meadows were Stachys betoniciflora, Centaurea ruthenica, Salvia deserta,
Echium vulgare and Agrimonia asiatica. Chychkan is famous for its fragrant and delicious
honey.
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Figure 75: Stachys betoniciflora.

Figure 76: Centaurea ruthenica.

Figure 77: Conifers and deciduous trees in the gorge.
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Figure 78: River running through Chychkan
Gorge.

Figure 79: Betula tianschanica.

Sary-Chelek Nature Reserve
The Sary-Chelek Nature Reserve is located in the Jalal-Abad Region in western Kyrgyzstan.
The Reserve was established in 1959, and in 1978 it was designated as a World Biosphere
reserve by UNESCO.
The Reserve is located at altitudes from 1,200–4,250 metres and spreads over about 24,000
hectares. Average relative humidity is about 60 percent, and annual rainfall is about 817
millimetres. Due to the protection by the surrounding mountain ranges, winters are relatively
mild and rich in snow, and summers are warm and wet.
In the central part of the Nature Reserve there are seven lakes. The largest mountain lake
Sary-Chelek is situated at about 2,000 metres above sea level and has a depth of 245m.
The main habitats are forests, meadows, steppes, and screes with some aquatic areas.
There are nut and fruit forests with Juglans regia, Malus spp., Pyrus spp. and an understory
of Prunus divaricata and diverse wildflower meadows.
Before the creation of the biosphere reserve, selective logging, grass cutting, and cattle
grazing were practiced. Today, serious problems arise from recreational activities such as
unorganised tourism on the banks of lakes. The lakes are a much loved and visited holiday
destination for all Kyrgyz nationals. I visited the lakes during a public holiday and it was by far
one of the busiest locations I’d experienced. People were swimming in the lakes and
picnicking along its banks, despite occasional heavy showers. The scenery was very
impressive but the most notable difference was the climate.
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Figure 80: The Sary-Chelek Nature Reserve.

Figure 81: The banks of the lake, dominated by Phragmites australis and polygonum amphibium.
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Figure 82: Tanacetum pseudoachillea.

Figure 83: Astragalus sieversianus.

Figure 84: Silene sp.

Figure 85: Scabiosa sp.
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Arslanbob
Arslanbob is an area in the Jalal-Abad Region and famous for walnut forests (Juglans regia)
– Kyrgyzstan's first known export to Europe. The walnut forest spreads over 11,000 hectares
and is the largest walnut grove on earth. The forest extends between 1,500 and 2,000m in
altitude and there are many veteran trees.

Figure 86: The walnut forest in Arslanbob.

The walnut woodlands were truly majestic. It felt like the people that lived in their
surroundings lived in harmony with nature. The woods are partially managed and partially left
to their own devices. Some of the dead wood is collected and used as domestic firewood, the
rest is left to decay. The woodland floor is grazed by cattle. The walnuts are collected in
autumn and sold at markets all over the country. Apart from walnut trees this area is known
for its fruit trees – particularly apples and pears. Old orchids are scattered across the
landscape and look equally impressive.
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Figure 87: Flower meadows in Arslanbob used for hay.

The meadows that surround the village are managed using traditional methods such as
scything. The hay is gathered into haystacks and left to dry in the field. Once completely dry
it is stored and used as fodder in winter periods. The meadows are very versatile in plant
numbers and species.

Figure 88: Scything the flower meadows by hand.
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The area is also known for its two waterfalls (80m and 23m high) and it is visited by tourists
from all over Kyrgyzstan.

Figure 89: Arslanbob’s famous waterfalls

Osh
Osh is the second largest city in Kyrgyzstan, located in the Fergana Valley and often referred
to as the ‘capital of the south’. It is the oldest city in the country (estimated to be more than
3,000 years old). Osh is a lively place with the largest and most crowded outdoor market in
Central Asia called the Great Silk Road Bazar in reference to its historical importance.
The only World Heritage Site in Kyrgyzstan, the Sulayman Mountain offers a splendid view of
Osh. It marked the midpoint on the ancient Silk Road, the trade route between Europe and
Asia.
Osh is a very vibrant city with many restaurants, cafes and shops. This region was noticeably
much warmer than the north of the country and during my stay in the city the temperatures
soared over 30°C.
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Figure 90: Pistacia vera tree.

As a result the growing season for fruits, vegetables and grains starts earlier than in the other
areas. The produce is of great quality and sold all over the country. Potatoes, cabbages,
carrots, grapes, and watermelons are grown in abundance followed by winter wheat, barley,
corn, and rice. The top two products that are exported are cotton and tobacco. All fields are
heavily irrigated from local rivers and water reservoirs. Many fruits and nut trees grow in
abundance, including Pistacia vera and Juglans regia.

Figure 91: View of Osh from Sulayman mountain.
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Figure 92: Agricultural fields in the vicinity of Osh.

Summary and conclusions
Overall I really enjoyed this journey through Kyrgyzstan and have significantly broadened my
knowledge of the country’s diverse flora. Being able to visit many different parts of the
country allowed me to observe how the flora changed with the terrain and altitude. This was
most noticeable in the Chong Kemin National Park, where I observed three distinct types of
meadows in relatively close proximity. These were the lowland flower meadows (used for
hay), the lush Artemisia steppes and the low-growing Fescue steppes (both grazed by
livestock). Each of these environments had their own unique visual impact, however the
Artemisia steppes also had a remarkable scent which could only be appreciated by walking
amongst the vegetation.
It was great to see the influence of different microclimates on plant diversity and distribution,
for example in the Sary-Chelek Nature Reserve. As well a forest of fruit trees, the meadow
understory showed a great diversity lush vegetation. This was quite different to the
vegetation seen around Lake Issyk-Kul where the sparse, desert-like habitat supported
plants adapted to these drier conditions.
I was fascinated with the variation of plant communities found in each location and this has
sparked an interest in plant ecology. These observations were also a huge benefit to my Kew
Diploma dissertation on urban meadows. By observing meadows in their natural state, I was
able to appreciate and understand how they are interpreted in naturalistic urban planting
schemes, such as the Olympic Park in London.
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SUMMARY OF COSTS

Column for office

a) Travel

use only

Air Fare

London - Bishkek - London

£395.01

Osh - Bishkek

£55

Bus/Train

£

Car hire

£

Mileage: ……….. @ 25p per mile

£

Total Travel Costs

£450.01

£

b) Administration

Insurance

£27.05

Visa

£

Permits

£

Total Administration Costs

£27.05

£

c) Subsistence

Food/stores
£160

Total Subsistence Costs

£160

£

d) Essential equipment

£
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£

Total Equipment Costs

£0

£0

e) Other Costs (e.g. support staff)
ISU Tour - Accommodation, food and
transport included in price
Asian Mountain Driver/translator, some
accommodation and food included in price

£1,370
£185
(deposit)
£610

Total Other Costs

£2,165

£

f) TOTAL COSTS

g) CONFIRMED OTHER
GRANTS/CONTRIBUTIONS

£2,802.06

£

£2,245.45

£

£156.61

£

h) PERSONAL CONTRIBUTION

i) KENNETH BLACK BURSARY SCHEME

£400

£
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