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Thanks to the LIFE COBICE project, eleven Italian Province and Regional
Authorities have collaborated to a unitarian conservation effort with no precedent
in the country. Through a co-financing by the Veneto, Lombardy and Emilia-
Romagna regions and the European Commission, it was possible to carry out a
series of concrete actions for the safeguarding of an important species for our
waters: the cobice sturgeon. Of the three sturgeon species originally living in the
Italian waters, just the cobice sturgeon was signalled, even if seldom. The legis-
lation has established the total protection of sturgeons for a long period of time,
but the law makes some results only when it is followed by concrete action. 
During the three years of the project, seeding of over 161,000 specimens had
been carried out on a big area, almost the distribution areale of the same
species, in 12 different rivers. An Environmental Education campaign was organ-
ised, to which 500 school groups corresponding to around 10,000 pupils partici-
pated. Thousands of fishermen had been involved to monitor the repopulation
results.These numbers, even if remarkable, do not have to deceive. The cobice
sturgeon has a very long life cycle, it can live for dozens of years but reproduces
only when it is eight- ten years of age. For this reason, the efforts having the aim
of seeing it again in our waters and in a certain number did not terminate. 
But these efforts have to be made together, by the fluvial parks, the administra-
tions and by the whole citizenship. The parks have namely borders, but big ani-
mals, such as the sturgeons, move and make hundreds of kilometres in a cou-
ple of months, migrating also from the sea to the fresh waters to lay eggs.
It is therefore with satisfaction that we concluded this project having national
importance, but we do not consider our duty terminated. To preserve this species
means to protect the environment where it lives, and in particular to safeguard
the water. And I would like to remind you that it is the same environment where
we live and from which we get every day economic and cultural resources. The
human activities are not independent from the environment, the agriculture,
tourism, fishing, both professional and for leisure, and they can succeed only in
a healthy and vital environment. 

Ente Parco Regionale Veneto del Delta del Po
The Chairman 

comm.  Federico Saccardin
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The mouth, without any teeth,
goes towards the bottom; it
actually feeds small invertebrates
situated on the sea floors, which it
explores through the 4 barbels
close to the snout.

The Cobice sturgeon is a big but
totally safe fish; it can reach up to
2 m length and 60 kg weight.

It distinguishes among all other
fish for its primitive aspect, it does
not have scales but bony plates
which give him the aspect of a
living fossil.

This species can be found just in
the Adriatic sea, it migrates from
the sea to the rivers to lay eggs.
After the hatching, the small stur-
geons still spend a lot of time in
the rivers, where they find bree-
ding and shelter.

Who



In the Italian waters three species
of sturgeon used to live: the
Beluga sturgeon (Huso huso), the
common sturgeon (Acipenser stu-
rio) and the Cobice sturgeon
(Acipenser naccarii). The first two
species are now completely
extinct, while the Cobice sturgeon
still survives with a few specimens.

The Cobice only lives in the
Adriatic sea and in the rivers flo-
wing into it: the disappearing of
these last specimens would mean
the total extinction of the species.
All sturgeons are protected by the
legislation which completely prohi-
bits their fishing, both at European
level, through the Habitat
Directive, and at National and local
level.
Though this prohibition, it is possi-
ble to buy, in a completely legal
way, the meat of sturgeons coming
from farms. In the farms other spe-
cies are namely used, not in dan-

ger of extinction, to produce caviar
and meat.
Protecting the Cobice sturgeon
and bringing it rich into our waters
is of fundamental importance for
the species, but it also means to
draw attention on the whole ichth-
yic fauna. The conditions of the
ichthyic fauna have namely increa-
singly worsen, but often there is
also lack of attention. And one for-

gets the richness of some fish spe-
cies that once were to find.
In this phase every single Cobice
sturgeon specimen is fundamen-
tal, as they begin laying eggs just
when they are 8-10 years old. The
so old specimen are really rare
and catching the small fish before
they lay eggs means to condemn
the species to extinction.

In order to carry out concrete
actions for the safety of the Cobice
sturgeon, first of all the main dan-
gers for its survival have been

Why



identified: 1) population reduction
in nature; 2) illegal fishing; 3) loss
of Cobice sturgeon stock in capti-
vity; 4) lack of a unique manage-
ment. According to these ele-
ments it was then established
what was necessary to do in order
to oppose to those dangers. For
the reduction of the natural popu-
lation a repopulation program has
been carried out,  releasing young
sturgeons in different rivers of the
three regions involved. Illegal fis-
hing is a still existing phenome-
non, therefore fishermen and
young people have been made
aware and involved through a pro-
gram of environmental education.
The Cobice sturgeon specimens
belonging to the public bodies
have been well conserved in two
centres, providing for their nutri-
tion and care. For a unique mana-
gement, a specific Action Plan has
been carried out, where it was
identified what has to be made in
the near future and who has to do
it.



The realization of the LIFE COBI-
CE PROJECT was made possible
thanks to the will of three Regions
involved: Lombardy, Veneto and
Emilia-Romagna, the Po Delta
Park Veneto and the Province

authorities. All this actors have
gathered and coordinated their
efforts and gained the necessary
financing by the European Union
to start concrete recovery actions
for the species. The union of the

strengths was a successful requi-
rement, also because the Cobice
sturgeon moves and migrates on
a big surface, thus belonging to
different jurisdictions.

The project lasted three years: it
begun in October 2004 and ended
in September 2007.

Where



The project realization was also
made possible thanks to the expe-
rience of the Bodies which had
already carried out preservation
programs before. The most impor-
tant element of the whole project
was the availability of a stock of
Cobice sturgeons bread in capti-
vity. All specimens maintained
now in captivity are the spawn of
wild animals captured in the
1970’s in the same project area.
A group of those wild animals, still
living, belongs to Azienda VIP of
Orzinuovi in Lombardy, a stock
breeder with CITES authorization.
The reproduction and breeding
technology, in all life stages of the
Cobice sturgeon was worked out
in the same facility that was the
first to realize the bloodless repro-
duction of A. naccarii in the
1980’s. Afterwards, thanks to the
LIFE project, artificial reproduction
was carried out also at the public
centre of Quinto di Treviso, in
Veneto.
These wild specimens and their
descendants have become the
unique and fundamental tank for
the species rescue. Thanks to
their artificial reproduction it was
thus possible to produce small
sturgeons to be released in the
rivers.

These young sturgeons released
are individually recognizable, as
they are marked with an intramu-
scular microchip that can be read
with an appropriate device.

So it was possible to verify the
result of repopulation, in particular
thanks to a monitoring network, in
which fishermen, volunteers,
guards and specialized staff took
part.

In case of accidental capture of a
sturgeon, it was possible to call a
person of the staff who came
there with a microchip reader. If no
microchip was found, a fin frag-
ment was taken for genetic

How



testing, which made it possible to
identify the sturgeon as wild ani-
mal or result of previous repopula-
tions.

The project was then spread to
the local schools through a speci-
fic program of environmental
Education, where pupils and stu-
dents, besides the lessons in the
classroom, also assisted to the
release operations. During the
release, the students could adopt
a sturgeon, associating their
name to that specific specimen
thanks to the microchip that iden-
tifies it unambiguously.
To spread the project results, a
web site www.cobice.net has been
published, particularly dedicated
to the conservation of the Cobice
sturgeon.
To better guarantee the species
survival, a technique for the seed
crioconservation of the Cobice
sturgeon has been developed
during the project.

In the rivers of the three regions
involved, seeding of over 161,000
Cobice sturgeon specimens has
been carried out: 22,000 of them
had an average length of 50 cm
and an average weight of 900
gram, 12,000 of them have been
provided with microchip.

The remaining 139,000 speci-
mens were put at the post-larva

stage. The post-larva seeding has
been performed according to a
successful reproduction of the two

But how much?



centres, so that it goes beyond the
plant potentiality to wean a so high
number of  alevins. For this reason
the choice was to release the spe-
cimen at this life stage. Before
carrying out the repopulation pro-
gram, the watercourses have
been studied in detail, showing
important features of the habitat
for the Cobice sturgeon, as for
example substratum granulo-
metry, stream velocity and bathy-
metry. Particular attention has
been drawn to the presence of
holes.

In the three regions involved in the
project, following rivers have been
studied: Po, Adda, Oglio, Mincio,
Adige, Bacchiglione, Brenta, Sile,
Piave, Livenza, Lemene, Taglia-
mento. The repopulation actions
took place between 2004 and
2007, in different points of the
named rivers.
During the three years, thanks to
the monitoring network and direct

sampling campaigns, over 800
Cobice sturgeons were found.
Just 37 of them did not have a
microchip so that genetic tests
have been carried out and 23
were not assignable to the group
of animals held in captivity, there-
fore as probable wild animals.
The environmental education pro-
gram took place in the schools of
the three regions involved, around
500 student groups corresponding
to 10,000 pupils were involved
totally. Each school group atten-
ded a lesson in the classroom,
afterwards it was accompanied to
assist during the repopulations or
to the breeding plants and then
worked in the classroom on what
had been directly seen.
The results of the repopulation
and monitoring have been organi-
zed in an information system
(Geographical Information Sys-
tem) which gives to the persons in
charge the possibility to get all the
necessary information very
quickly.
From some of the sturgeons held
in captivity the seed was taken
and then frozen and conserved.
The seed lots have been then sto-
red in cryogenic containers and
the germoplasm bank has been
established.



Using the seed of 26 reproducers,
58 lots have been totally produ-
ced, for a total amount of 792
doses.
The project started in October
2004 and ended in September
2007 and the total cost amounted
to e 2.288,402, of which
1.258,621 financed by the
European Union, corresponding
to 55% and e 1.029,781 financed
by the partners, corresponding to
45%.

At the end of the LIFE project an
Action Plan for the Cobice stur-
geon was drawn up, containing a
series of specific goals, deadlines
and the identification of the people
in charge of the different actions.
Though big efforts, the Cobice
sturgeon is in fact not yet out of
danger. It is important to remind
that this species lays eggs just
after they reach the minimum age
of 8-10 years. It is therefore neces-
sary for the specimen released in
the rivers to be of that age in order
to verify that they are reproducing.
This event will represent a turning
point in the conservation of the
Cobice sturgeon.

And now?




