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A Warning of Challenges that Remain

The Russian Far East. A Reference
for Conservation and Develop-
ment. Newell, J. 2004. Daniel & Da-
niel Publishers, McKinleyville, CA.
486 pp. (466 + xx). $99.95 (hard-
cover). ISBN 1-880284-76-6.

This second edition of Josh Newell’s
1996 book is an appropriate example
of why disparate information avail-
able on the Web is no substitute for a
well-crafted and thorough reference
book. The author sets out to pro-
vide a guide for people interested in
resource economics, geography, and
conservation issues in the Russian Far
East, hoping that people can pick up
the book and connect with different
topics of interest. It turns out, how-
ever, that the book also delivers some
serendipitous additional benefits: it
becomes a portrait of an important
region in the aftermath of the Soviet
era and turns into a reference source
about local experts as well as a place.
This last bonus for the reader results
from the fact that Newell has suc-
ceeded in bringing together an im-
pressive team of Russian and western
contributing authors. The book reads
as a “who’s who” of experts on con-
servation and resources of Russia. Al-
though the original book had 18 con-
tributing authors, this expanded ver-
sion lists more than 90.

People interested in conservation
would do well to pay attention to
the list of contributors—a drawback
of post-Soviet environmental support
from people outside Russia often lies
in the fact that local voices are ig-
nored. It is as though environmental-
ism sprang from a vacuum in the post-
Soviet republics, waiting for Ameri-
can or European experts to come in

and “discover” the issues. Both in the
first edition of The Russian Far East
and this excellent update, Newell
pays homage to the rich knowledge
held by Russian scientists. Therefore,
this book is a good reference and a
model of how western environmen-
talists might adopt a more helpful at-
titude toward the community of ex-
perts in Russia. This is their book.

Above all, Newell and his coau-
thors have created a useful text. It
is clearly designed to provide maxi-
mum value to the reader who seeks
data and explanation. Although the
1996 edition is 200 pages with sim-
ple maps, no index, and only 26
data tables, the new edition is 466
pages, has a good index, excellent
color maps (by Mike Belts and Rankin
Holmes, although many others con-
tributed to the database and prepara-
tion of the extensive maps) and many
photographs (including striking satel-
lite imagery), 45 major tables, and
11 appendices with extensive data.
It also redefines the region, breaking
out new subregions (e.g., the Chukot-
sky and Koryak Autonomous Okrugs
and Jewish Autonomous Oblast) and
dropping Chita Oblast (which was in-
cluded in the 1996 edition). The lex-
icon of Russian terms furnished at
the beginning is much more exten-
sive in this new book and of great
value to readers unfamiliar with Rus-
sian terminology for geographic, eco-
nomic, and environmental expres-
sions or agencies. In fact, this fea-
ture alone makes it a useful reference
book for anyone studying contempo-
rary Russia.

Although the book is best at giv-
ing details about each region of the
Russian Far East (an enormous terri-

tory, two-thirds the size of the United
States and stretching from the Arc-
tic to the border with China), it also
gives holistic information that cre-
ates a snapshot of a very important
area of Russia in terms of biodiver-
sity, resources, and Pacific conserva-
tion issues. For example, the sum-
mary table of major environmental
issues and problem areas could be
lifted out of the book and used as a
guide for Americans unfamiliar with
the region. Newell’s overview discus-
sion of factors that influence the out-
look for the environment of the Rus-
sian Far East is an appropriate critique
of policies that have been designed
to improve the situation but often fall
short. Perhaps a key conclusion of the
book, written by Newell, is that “De-
spite more than a decade of sweeping
privatization and radical political re-
structuring, the aging and inefficient
military-industrial complex built by
the Soviets remains largely intact” (p.
11). Examples of these challenges
abound in the book. The sections on
mining and energy, timber, fisheries,
protected territories, and certain en-
dangered species (such as the Amur
tiger, Panteria tigris altaica) are par-
ticularly strong, but agriculture is not
given much emphasis.

Perhaps the only drawback to The
Russian Far East is the same as its
strength: it provides up-to-date and
detailed information. The data will
age quickly and the heroic amount
of work required to bring together
this group of experts may be difficult
to repeat for a third edition. Mean-
while, I highly recommend the book
to western conservationists, geogra-
phers, economists, and even those in-
terested in developing business ties.
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The Russian Far East is littered with
corpses of ventures that did not work
out from either a profit or environ-
mental perspective. The book serves
as a good warning of the challenges
that remain for nature and the people
of Russia.
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A “Must Read” on Ecosystem
Services

Ecosystems and Human Well-Be-
ing. A Framework for Assess-
ment. Millennium Ecosystem Assess-
ment. 2003. Island Press, Washing-
ton, D.C. 261 pp. (245 + xiv). $25.00
(paperback). ISBN 1–55963–403–0.

As many readers of Conservation Bi-
ology are surely aware, the Millen-
nium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) is
well under way and will be issuing
its five major synthesis reports in
2005. The MA is an ambitious pro-
gram with more than 500 contribu-
tors from around the globe. Launched
in 2001, the MA seeks to provide use-
ful and comprehensive information
to policy makers on both the conse-
quences of ecosystem change for hu-
man well-being and the options for re-
sponding to these changes. Perhaps
not surprisingly, the MA drew part
of its inspiration from the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC). Just as the IPCC has given pol-
icy makers a scientific and policy con-
sensus on the likely causes and im-
pacts of climate change, the MA seeks
to better inform and guide decisions
that affect ecosystem management.
The immediate audiences for the MA
findings are the relevant multilateral
ecosystem-related regimes—the sec-
retariat and parties to the Convention
on Biological Diversity, Convention
to Combat Desertification, and Ram-
sar Wetlands Convention. Reflecting
the importance of this effort, the MA

boasts an impressive range of spon-
sors, from the United Nations En-
vironment Program and The World
Bank, to the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development and the govern-
ment of Norway, among others.

The MA, of course, is not the first
global synthesis seeking to influence
environmental policy. The Global Bio-
diversity Assessment, for example,
supports the work of the Biodiversity
Convention, while the Global Envi-
ronmental Outlook provides a broad
assessment of recent environmental
developments and how social, eco-
nomic, and other factors have con-
tributed to these changes. The MA dif-
fers in two important respects from
these efforts, however. First, it is ex-
plicitly focused on policy. The prod-
ucts of MA research are being written
for policy makers, first and foremost.
To be sure, the reports will present
a comprehensive review of the state
of the science, but the name of the
game here is influencing policy devel-
opment and implementation that will
lead to changes in the field, not sim-
ply gathering relevant information.
Second, the MA is explicitly focused
on humans. As I explain later, the MA
focuses on the provision of ecosys-
tem services—how this affects hu-
man well-being, how provision of ser-
vices is changing, how likely changes
will affect human well-being, and re-
sponse options. This is not, therefore,
a review of biodiversity in and of it-
self or a synthesis of pollution loads
and trends around the world.

As described on its Web site, the
MA will identify priorities for ac-
tion; provide tools for planning and
management; offer foresight about
the consequences of decisions that
affect ecosystems; identify response
options for achieving human de-
velopment and sustainability goals;
and help build individual and insti-
tutional capacity to undertake inte-
grated ecosystem assessments and to
act on their findings.

This is a tall order, and the obvi-
ous response to such an ambitious
agenda is, How are you going to do
all that? In this first publication of the

MA, a working group of more than 50
authors sets out the framework for
the MA’s research efforts. The book
is worth reading in two respects. For
those interested in the details of how
the MA conceptualizes the analysis of
ecosystem services, it is a must read.
Equally important, this book is a su-
perb synthesis for those interested in
the current thinking and research on
ecosystem services.

The conceptual framework for the
MA is premised on a dynamic model.
The immediate object of research is
ecosystem services—defined broadly
to encompass the benefits people ob-
tain from ecosystems through both
goods (such as clean water and food)
and services (water filtration, soil fer-
tility, and cultural benefits such as
spirituality and recreation). But sim-
ply listing examples of ecosystem ser-
vice provision, of course, is of little
use to policy makers. The key ques-
tions in the policy domain revolve
around current levels of service pro-
vision and trends and future projec-
tions in this area, and the factors in-
fluencing these trends.

To furnish this more sophisticated
(and useful) analysis, chapter 1 sets
out the conceptual framework as
a dynamic model with four con-
stituent parts. The fundamental link-
age is the effect of (1) ecosystem ser-
vices on (2) human well-being and
poverty reduction (including health,
material minimum resources, free-
dom, and security). Both well-being
and services are affected by (3) di-
rect drivers of change. This includes
land-use practices, stochastic physi-
cal events (e.g., volcanic eruptions),
species introductions and removals,
and climate change. And all these fac-
tors are influenced by (4) indirect
drivers of change such as population
growth, trade flows, technological
developments, and cultural norms.
As an example of this complex
process, increasing population and
trade flows of low-cost agricultural
products can lead to changes in land
use as marginal farming areas are put
into production. This may increase
erosion and soil depletion, which
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