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ALMATY, Kazakhstan The United States is expected to ban the import of beluga caviar from the Caspian Sea in a few weeks, a senior U.S. official said Thursday. 

 

Roddy Gable, chief of the Division of Scientific Authority of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, said that the Caspian states had been given until Tuesday evening to file a joint management plan for the endangered beluga sturgeon and that they had failed to file anything. The states are Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Iran, Russia and Turkmenistan. 

 

"The regulations call for a suspension of trade in this case, and Fish and Wildlife will be moving forward on a final action in the coming weeks," he said in a telephone interview from Washington. 

 

The beluga is the largest and the most prized of the sturgeons and now has become one of the rarest. Its caviar is the world's most expensive wildlife foodstuff, retailing for 5,000 a kilogram, or more than $3,000 a pound in the United States. Gable said his agency also would be examining a plan submitted by Romania and Bulgaria, whose exports of beluga caviar from the Black Sea, once negligible, now equal those of the Caspian Sea. 

 

The agency announced its intention to ban beluga imports from both seas last year, but gave the states time to come up with a viable plan to rescue the species from extinction. The Caspian's beluga population has dropped by half in the last five years and the Black Sea's by a fifth, according to the Convention on the International Trade of Endangered Species of Fauna and Flora, a United Nations organization based in Geneva. 

 

The two main producers of beluga caviar are Kazakhstan, where it is fished in its last natural spawning ground, the Ural River, and Iran, where the beluga is harvested at sea. Other species of sturgeon are farmed in Europe and the United States. 

 

According to officials in Atyrau, the main town on the Ural, the two hatcheries there that normally take eggs from spawning beluga to restock the species this year failed for the first time to catch a single female. 

 

"All our predictions are coming true," said a local official who has unsuccessfully fought for a moratorium on the species for years and who asked not to be named due to the sensitivity of the issue. "The species is disappearing." 

 

A beluga sturgeon displayed in the museum in Astrakhan, on Russia's Volga River, measured 6 meters long, or nearly 20 feet, and weighed 1.8 tons. Today, because of overfishing in the 1980s and an explosion of poaching since the Soviet Union dissolved, the few beluga that are caught weigh about 150 kilograms. 

 

The endangered-species organization has resisted calls by environmentalists to ban the beluga trade outright before it was too late. 

 

This year, the organization gave Kazakhstan permission to export 2,600 kilograms of beluga caviar. But according to two people in Kazakhstan familiar with the situation, the country's sole commercial fishery and cannery, Atyraubalyk, harvested less than 400 kilograms this spring, the main fishing season. 

 

Iran's beluga quota is 1,065 kilograms this year; it is not known how much was actually harvested so far. 

 

The endangered-species organization has long sided with Russian scientists who insisted that limited harvesting was still viable. 

 

But a month ago, at a meeting in Kazakhstan of the commission that regulates sturgeon fishing in the Caspian, the Russian delegation proposed a ban on beluga and on the two other commercial species, Russian sturgeon, whose caviar sells as osetra, and stellate sturgeon, sold as sevruga. Both species are in steep decline, though still more numerous than the beluga. 

 

The quotas this year for osetra caviar were 73 tons and for sevruga 27 tons. 

 

According to the endangered-species organization, the United States imported 60 percent of the world's beluga caviar in 2003, the last year for which figures are available, while France imported 11 percent and Germany 8 percent. That year, the export quota was 8,600 tons. 
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