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I. Tourism in Yakutia: legal and economic ramifications

The Republic Sakha (Yakutia) is the largest republic in the Russian Federation. The
territory of Sakha extends along the Arctic Ocean and goes inland in the Russian Far
East (see Fig. 1). Part of the Republic is located in the polar area. The Republic boasts
of extreme temperature fluctuations. Verkhoyansk and Oymyakon are two of the
coldest places in the Northen Hemisphere (after Summit Camp in Greenland). Still,
with most of the territory located deep inside the mainland, summers are very warm,
so that the people and animals inhabiting the republic have to get used to a wide
range of temperatures. Sakha was colonized by the Russians of the T'sardom of Russia
since the mid-seventeenth century, but its first inhabitants are the Evenks and
Yukaghir, who were and, in many ways, still are hunter-gatherers and reindeer
herders. The Turkic Sakha people arrived between the ninth and the sixteenth
centuries, bringing along the pastoral agricultural model, and, as some researchers
believe, horses, who were possibly the ancestors of the Yakutian horse.

! Independent researcher, Latvia, anastasija.ropa@trivent-publishing.cu.
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Fig. 1. By Map of Russia - Sakha (Yakutia). CC BY-SA 4.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.phprcurid=63481943.
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Fig. 2. Fauna of the Sakha Republic. By Post of Russia - http://my-
philately.blogspot.ru/search/label/Russia, Public Domain,
https:/ /commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.phprcurid=26693380.
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While 40% of Sakha lies above the Arctic circle and is covered by permafrost, the
middle and lower parts are comprised of the Arctic and Subarctic tundra. The tundra,
with moss and lichen pastures, provides excellent pastures for reindeer. The taiga
forest lying below the tundra comprises about 47% of the republic. The flora and
fauna of the republic is unique, and the collection of stamps issued by the Russian
post in 2006 shows the animals that define the Yakutian landscape, at least in popular
imagination: Ross’s gull, the Siberian crane, the polar bear, the Yakutian horse and
the reindeer (Fig. 2, from left to right).

Sakha is also famous for the site of Pleistocene Park,? a private project that aims
at recreation the Pleistocene tundra grassland landscapes, introducing the animals
that inhabited the area in the late Pleistocene and early Holocene: “The idea of
Pleistocene Park is to reverse the ecosystem shift which occurred 10 thousand years
ago. If declining animal density for an extended period of time allowed grasslands to
vanish, then artificially introducing herbivores to the Arctic and maintaining their
existence will promote grass establishment and allow reviving of a sustainable high
productive ecosystem, similar to Northern Serengeti.”? The creators of the park also
believe that “In addition to mitigating climate change, creation of the “Northern
Serengeti” will have a strong socio/economical effect on the lives of the local and
indigenous people.” Yakutian horses are among the herbivores introduced in the
park. There are approximately 40 Yakutian horses in the Park: “Yakutian horses are
native to this territory and are semi-wild animals, first introduced to the Park back in
1996, because of their price and availability in the region Yakutian horses eat only
grasses and herbs so they do not play an important role in vegetation shifts.”* Horses
have been living in the pre-historic Yakutia, but there is no consensus among
historians whether the Yakutian horse is the ancestor of these prehistoric horses, of
the horses introduced in the region of the Middle Ages, or both. The Yakutian horses
were the first animals brought to the Kolyma River lowland research camp by Sergey
Zimov as part of his experiment on animal reintroduction in 1988.5 Other animals
present in the park are the Bactrian camel, the Kalmykian cow, the moose, the musk
0%, the plains bison, the fur goat, the reindeer, the yaks and the sheep.

While going to a place, where a regular temperature in winter is -30C and below
may not be everyone’s idea of a holiday, tourism is one of the important industries
in Sakha. Oymyakon and Verkhoyansk, reputed as the coldest places on earth, are
regular tourist destinations, as are other natural attractions. Eco tourism, event
tourism, ethnocultural tourism and industrial tourism all thrive: tourists come to
experience the cold, see the diamond mines, visit the Mammoth Museum, and

2 See the film Luke Griswold-Tergis, dir. A Russian Scientist’s Plan to Save the Planet. Pleistocene Park (2023),
available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ucmiJiEHJ4 (accessed June 10, 2025), which
includes footage of the Yakutian horses in the park.

3 “Scientific Background,” Pleistocene Park, available at: https://pleistocenepark.ru/science/ (accessed
June 10, 2025).

4 “Yakutian Horse,” Pleistocene Park, available at: https://pleistocenepark.ru/animals/horses/
(accessed June 10, 2025).

5 “Territory & History,” Pleistocene Park, available at: https://pleistocenepark.ru/tettitory/ (accessed
June 10, 2025).

»
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explore the life of the native people, both the reindeer and horse herders, and take
part in traditional festivals.

Tourism in Yakutia is regulated both by the federal laws and by the local
legislation. Law Nr. 132-FZ of the Russian Federation, dated November 24, 1996,
“About the bases of tourist activities in the Russian Federation” and amended on
December 25, 2023.6 The Federal law defines the principles of the state policy
directed at setting the bases of the unified tourism market in the Russian Federation
and regulates the legal relations that emerge in using the rights of the Russian citizens,
foreign citizens and persons without citizenship to have recreation, travel freely and
exercise other rights related to travelling, as well as defining the order of the rational
use of the tourist resources of the Russian Federation.”

The local legislation of the Sakha Republic likewise regulates the tourist industry
in the Republic. The law of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) of December 29, 1998,
3 N 59-1I, “On Tourism and Tourist Activity in the Republic of Sakha” was the
original law regulating tourist activity in the Republic. It lost validity in 2009,
superseded by law 780-Z N 442-1V, dated December 15, 2009, “On Tourist Activity
in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia),” with additions and amendments. The 2009 law
includes information on the goals, tasks and priorities of the state support for
developing tourism in Yakutia. It also defines the competences of the local
government for creating favourable conditions for tourism development, introduces
the coordination council for tourism under the government of Sakha and outlines
the rights of the local self-governing organisations in facilitating tourism
development. The law includes a list of the objects of tourist industry and tourist
routes in Yakutia, the aims and principles of using these objects and routes, and other
provisions for the creation of authorized tourist routes.® Furthermore, the concept
for the development of tourism in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), dated November
20, 2003, defines strategic directions for developing tourism in the republic. It
includes provisions for creating tourist infrastructure, promoting tourist products
and developing tourism and recreation zones. The strategy for the development of
the tourist industry in Yakutia until 2025 came into power on May 27, 2009; it aims
at facilitating sustainable development of international and local tourism and creating
a special economic zone of tourist and recreational type. Finally, the national tourism
and information centre Yakutia, established in 2015, promotes tourism in the
republic using the national tourism website Russia.travel and the foreign Visit Russia

¢ P. N. Egorov, N. A. Morova and N. 1. Polyanskaya, Ilepcnexmuss: passumun mypucmuueckozo peirka
Pecnybauxu Caxa (Axymus) [Perspectives of the development of the tonrist market of the Republic of Sakba (Y akntia)
(St. Petersburg: St. Petersburg University of Management and Economics, 2014), 25. For the text of the
amended document, see http://pravo.gov.ru/proxy/ips/?doc_itself=&nd=102044374&rdk=25
(accessed June 10, 2025). A comparison of the previous and the most recent version is available at
Peaaknmst ot 25.12.2023 \ KoncyaprartlIatoc (consultant.ru) (accessed June 10, 2025).

7 Egorov, Morova and Polyanskaya, I lepenexmuse: passumius, 25.

8 Law Nr. 780-Z N 442-1V of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), dated December 15, 2009, “On Tourist
Activity in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia).” Available at: https://docs.catd.ru/ document/423845487
(accessed June 10, 2024).
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offices. It cooperates with the Federal Tourism Agency and creates new tourism
products.’

Other legislation relevant to the current study is the Ecological code of the
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), dated March 23, 2023, which regulates environmental
protection and security and the rational use of natural resources.!? The code lists the
areas and objects that merit special protection, such as the famous Lena Pillars.

In relation to the Yakutian horse, the law on the herd horse breeding, N 53-3 N
109-111, of July 10, 2003, amended on February 21, 2018, should be mentioned. This
law has been issued by the Republic of Sakha, and it regulates the order of
organization, the system of its management and the main directions in the
governmental regulation of herd horse breeding of the Sakha people, for which herd
horse breeding is a traditional sector of agriculture. It also aims at preserving the
Yakutian, Megezhek and Prilenskaya breeds of horses, which are the national heritage
of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) and of extending their area of inhabitancy in
regions of the Russian Federation.!! Other republics of the Russian Federation, such
as Bashkortostan, Tuva, Khakasya, Burytya, Tyva and Altay, also practice herd
breeding of horses, with local legislation regulating its management.!?

Due to geopolitical situation, the focus has been on local tourism since 2020 in
the context of travel limitations since Covid 19 followed by the war in Ukraine. This
partially contradicts the aims outlined in the strategy for the development of the
tourist industry in Yakutia, which will be in power until 2025, and which was issued
on May 27, 2009. The strategy envisaged the development of international tourism,
which has diminished first due to travel restrictions designed to curb the
development of Covid-19 and later due to the war in Ukraine. Many countries advise
against travelling to Russia, which had an adverse effect on international tourism.!3
At the same time, local tourism in Russia has far exceeded outbound tourism in
2022.14

Overall, it has been estimated that ecotourism, which has been increasingly
popular in the world, and which envisages a sustainable use of tourism resources and

% A. A. Nikolaev, “Ocobo oxpansfemMble IPUPOAHBIC TEPPUTOPHK SIKYTHH AAfl OpraHH3AIIAI
skoaormdeckoro Typusma’ [Specially Protected Natural Territories of Yakutia for the Organisation of
Ecological Toutism], Uspekhi sovremennogo estestvognaniya 10 (2019): 89-94. Available at: https://natural-
sciences.ru/ru/article/view?id=37219 (accessed June 11, 2025).

10 Law of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) 2609-Z N 1129-VI, dated March 23, 2023, “Ecological code
of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia). Available at: https://yakutia-daily.ru/zakon-respubliki-saha-
yakutiya-ot-23-marta-2023-goda-2609-z-%e2%84%96-1129-vi-ekologicheskij-kodeks-respubliki-saha-
yakutiya/ (accessed June 30, 2025).

11 Law of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) N 53-3 N 109-I11, of July 10, 2003, amended February 21,
2018, “On horse breeding in herds.” Available at: https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/rus193370.pdf
(accessed June 30, 2025).

12V, S. Koveshnikov, V. V. Kalashnikov, Y. N. Barminstev, Passumue maciozo madynnozo xonesodcmsa 8
Poccun.  Memoduueckue  pexomendayun [Development of meat herd breeding of horses in Russia.
Methodological recommendations] (Moscow: Rosinformagrotekh, 2007).

13 “Impact of the Russian offensive in Ukraine on international tourism.” Available at:
https:/ /www.unwto.org/impact-russian-offensive-in-ukraine-on-tourism (accessed June 10, 2025).

14 “Top package tour destinations of Russians 2022, Statista. Available at: https://www.statista.
com/statistics/ 1140456/ russians-preferred-package-tout-destinations/ (accessed June 10, 2025).
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natural objects, is the most potentially lucrative development strategy for Yakutian
tourism, due to the fact that ecotourism does not require expensive purpose-made
infrastructure for tourism. This type of tourism would facilitate employment in
Yakutian settlements for the families that would offer hospitality services for tourists,
working in collaboration with tourist companies. These families could also act as
guides for individual tourists and groups of tourists, which is important for the
development of tourism in the remote regions of Sakha.!> The hospitable and rich
culture of the Sakha people and other native ethnic minorities is also considered a
potential advantage for the development of tourism. Many of these peoples are
traditionally employed as horse and deer herders, with the Yakutian horse being a
working animal as well as a source of food. Tourists can encounter the Yakutian
horse in its function as a transport animal, with equestrian tourism being one form
of active recreation offered in the area, as a cultural symbol, and also as a healthy and
delicious meal served both on the daily basis and during festivals.

II. The Yakutian horse: its past and present

A. Origins and unigueness

One of the cultural symbols of Yakutia, its cultural, tourist and economic asset is the
Yakutian horse, which has a special significance in the culture of the Yakutians and
at the same time is an important agricultural animal. Kalinkova et al., in their study
of the four DNA markers that have selection significance for different specialized
strains of horses, note that the Yakutian horse is considered to be one of the oldest
horse breeds, arguing that it has unique morphology, which makes it well adapted for
surviving in polar regions.!¢ The Yakutian horse, which has been recognised as breed
since 1987, is traditionally bred to fulfil the functions of being a meat and milk animal,
as well as the means of transport.!” Despite its small stature (135-140 cm), the
Yakutian horse can be ridden by adults and is traditionally used for herding animals
and for travelling. Today, it is also used in sport. Two common coat colours in
Yakutian horses are grey and dun, which provide perfect camouflage in sub-Arctic
conditions.!® Five types of the Yakutian horse have been developed, which are
specific to different regions and were formed as a result of adding different breeds

15 A. A. Nikolaev, “Ocob0 oxpaHAeMEIE IIPHPOAHBIC TEPPUTOPUE SIKYTHI AAS OpPraHH3aIMN
5KOAOIMYIECKOTO TypHu3Ma.”

16 Liliya Kalinkova, A. M. Zaytsev and R. V. Ivanov, “I'eHeTraeckas CTpyKTypa AOKAABHOI ITOIIYAALIII
Aormaaeit akyrckoi mopoast 1o reaam MCTR, ASIP, DMRT3 u MSTIN” [Genetic Structure of the Local
Yakutian Horse Population for Genes MCIR, ASIP, DMRT3, and MSTNY, Selskobozyastvennaya biologiya
57:2 (2022): 272-282. DOI: 10.15389/agrobiology.2022.2.272rus.

171. N. Vinokurov, Tpaduyuonnan xyasmypa napodos Cesepa: npodyxmusroe Koresodcmneo cesepo-gocmoka HAxymuu
[Traditional culture of the peoples of the North: productive horse breeding in the north-east of Yakutia]
(Novosibirsk, 2009). See also A.F. Abramov, R.V. Ivanov, N. D. Alekseev, K. M. Stepanov, A. A.
Semenova, S. M. Mironov, Macras npodyknustocms u Kavecmnso Maca ngpod aomadet, passodumeixs 6 Axymun
[Meat productivity and meat quality of horse breeds bred in Yakutia] (Yakutsk, 2013).

18 Kalinkova, Zaytsev and Ivanov, “I'emermueckas CTPyKIypa AOKAABHON IIOIYASIIMH AOIIAAEH

AKyTCKOH opoAsl 1o reram MCTR, ASIP, DMRT3 u MSTN.”
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into the Yakutian breed. The base type is widespread in the central regions of Yakutia
and alongside the Vilyi River. This type of horse is stress-resistant, well adapted to
hostile environment and feeds with low nutritional value. The Yana type is bred in
the valleys of the Yana and the Indigirk rivers. The horses are similar to base type
but are taller and more massive. The Kolyma type is represented in the Kolyma and
Alazey rivers, and, like the Yana type, it is close to the base type. The enlarged type
was developed using stud breeds: the Orlov trotters and the Russian drafts. This type
differs from the base type in having a longer body, characteristic of the harness
breeds, greater stature and higher weight. The most recent type is the Megezhek type,
created as a result of adding Kuznetsk and the Russian draft breeds; this type was
recognized as an independent type in the 1990s and was officially registered in 2011.
This type is characterized by having the largest representatives of the breed.!

Research has shown that resourceful Yakutian hotses, the most northern breed,
which is perfectly adapted to living in polar and sub-Arctic conditions, have an
additional mechanism to prevent them from losing excessive energy during extreme
weathers (which, in the homeland, are regular): they hibernate. This unique
peculiarity of the breed may be related to its origin, and it aids to the status of the
breed as a tourist attraction and part of the Yakutian heritage.

Pablo Librado et al. in their study of Yakutian horses describe the state into which
horses enter during extreme weather conditions as torpor, characterized by slowed
down metabolism needed to save energy.20 The research into this curious adaptation
mechanism leads to the question of origin of the Yakutian horse. It is known that
evolutionary changes can take thousands of years, yet it has been thought that the
modern breed of Yakutian horses originated between the thirteenth and the fifteenth
centuries.?! The problem is that, if this is so, then it is not clear how the breed could
adapt in such an impressive way to the climate over the relatively short period of five
to seven centuries. It means that either the evolutionary changes took much shorter
time than the researchers thought, or the horses known as Yakutian have a more
ancient history. Both propositions are possible and, in fact, both could be true.

As to the origins of the Yakutian horses, scholars have not reached a consensus
whether the breed originates from horses brought into the regions in the Middle
Ages, or whether local animals, descendants of the Pleistocene horse, which may
have been domesticated locally, contributed to it. Based on the genetic analysis of
material taken from 16 modern Yakutian horses, 1 nineteenth-century specimen, and
1 prehistoric stallion,?? Librado et al. have proven that the modern horses they

19 N. D. Alekseev and N. P. Stepanov, Aozads saxymecxoii nopoder: enympungpodusie munse, xosaicmeentsie i
Guonoeuyeckue ocobennocmu [The Horse of the Yakutian Breed: Inter-breed Types, Agricultural and
Biological Peculiarities] (Dostizheniya nauki I tehniki APK, 2000), 8-10.

20 P. Librado et al., “Tracking the origins of Yakutian horses and the genetic basis for their fast
adaptation to subarctic environments,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
America 112(50) (2015): E6889-97. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1513696112.

21 B. Pakendorf et al,, “Investigating the effects of prehistoric migrations in Siberia: Genetic vatiation
and the origins of Yakuts,” Human Genetics 120(3) (2006): 334-353.

22 “The ... specimen, ... referred to as Batagai, was excavated near Verkhoyansk..., and radiocarbon
dated to 4,450 £ 35 uncalibrated radiocarbon years [2,939-3,337 calibrated years B.C. (i.e., ~5,200 y
ago)]” (Librado et al., “Tracking the origins of Yakutian horses”).
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sampled bore no genetic relation to the prehistoric stallion but were related to the
nineteenth-century specimen. Meanwhile, Revoriy Ivanov has criticized the
methodology employed by Librado et al., arguing that their sample of present-day
horses was not representative of the Yakutian horse population. The sampling took
place from horses in one #/us only, Eveno-Bytantai district, whereas there are two
vatieties or types of the Yakutian horses, the Kolyma and Yansk types. The horses
in the sample belonged to the southern variety, but horses from the northern districts
of Verkhoyansk, Abyisk and Kolymsk were more likely to have been in contact with
descendants of the Pleistocene horses, if they have survived in the region. Referring
to the studies by A. P. Guriev, who found that Yakutian horses of the central region
show more similarities with the Mongolian and Kazakh horses than Yakutian horses
from Kolyma and Verhoyansk,? Ivanov argues that “the origin of the horses of the
Kolyma type from their wild ancestors and the horses on which the Yakuts first
arrived in the Kolyma lowlands. This is probably why the Kolyma horses are much
larger in their dimensions than the indigenous horses.” Ivanov concludes that more
research seems to be advisable to clarify the origins of the Yakutian horse, including
a wider sample and, if possible, genetic material taken from more than one prehistoric
specimen.?

Thus, Yakutian horses could be descended both from the domesticated horses
brought in by the Yakutians when they settled the region and from the wild horses
that were already present there when the Yakutians arrived. These wild horses would
have been similar to their Ice Age ancestor, with a round, barrel-shaped body, of
light-mousey coat colour with a dorsal stripe. This exterior is shared by a number of
modern horse breeds, including Polski konik, as well as other breeds, whose
enthusiasts claim the wild horses were the breeds’ ancestors. Howevet, in the case of
Polski koniks (a breed whose history dates to the twentieth century and is well
documented) and other European breeds, the possibilities of originating from wild
horses that have somehow survived in Europe are low. More research would be
needed to confirm or reject the possibility of the Yakutian horses having wild horses
among their ancestors.

B. A riding and meat animal

The Yakutian horse is employed in the dual functions as a transport animal and as a
meat animal. In recent years, there has been increased demand for horse meat and
milk, which are considered to be particularly healthy. The Yakutian horse is a meat
breed, and local farmers have responded with increasing their herds. It is remarkable
that, as one farmer outlined in an interview published at the official news portal
devoted to the regional economic development, the Yakutians would never eat the
horses they ride.

23 1. P. Guriev, “Immunogenetic and craniological features of the Yakut horse ecotypes,” Abstract of
Candidate dissertation, 1990.

24 Revoriy Vasilievich Ivanov, “The origin of the Yakut breed of horses,” The Long Riders Guild
Academic Foundation. Available at: http://www.lrgaf.org/origin_yakut_horses.htm (accessed June 9,
2025). Full article in Russian is available at http://www.ltgaf.org/otigin_yakut_hotses_ru.htm.
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The estimates of the Yakutian Ministry of Agriculture show that, at the end of
2023, there were 182,000 horses in Sakha. It amounts to 14% of the number of herd-
bred animals in the Russian Federation, showing an unprecedented increase in horse
breeding. This is due to the increase in funding for Yakutian agricultural sector, which
has grown from 4.3 billion rubles to 7.3 billion rubles between 2019 and 2023,
emphasizing the need to develop the agriculture of the republic and increase it
sustainability. The increase in horse numbers is due to an increased demand for horse
meat, valued for its reputation for helping to prevent and fight various diseases,
including atherosclerosis. The meat of Yakutian horses is also exported for
consumption outside the republic.?>

C. Yakutian horse as a tourist attraction

The Yakutian horse has long been an attraction both to tourists and scientists. Sergey
Zimov, the founder of the Pleistocene Park, used Yakutian horses as the first grazing
animals in his project to attempt at “remaking” the Pleistocene landscape. The
Yakutian culture has many customs and rituals related to their beloved breed, and
ethno-tourists visiting festivals and events in Yakutia would see the cultural presence
of the horse in literature and folklore, as well as on the table. Breeding and riding
horses are also attractive options, so that tourists could be offered visits to either
horse or deer breeders, depending on the location. While the deer are only used in
harness, the Yakutian horse can be used as a both riding and driving animals.

Attempts to popularize the Yakutian horse as a means of transport for tourists
and thus increase the attractiveness of the animal as a riding horse rather than a
delicacy have been made by both local and foreign enthusiasts of the breed. Making
parallels with the situation in Mongolia, where tourism and long-riding expeditions
facilitated the use of the Mongolian horse as a tourist attraction rather than as an
animal bred for meat only, the Yakutian horse afficionados took measures for the
Yakutian horse to make its way into the media.

The long-riding expedition initiated by the British-living Russian-speaking rider
Nikita Gretsi gained popularity in the media. Nikita Gretsi’s project was inspired by
one of the most famous long rides of the nineteenth century, made by the Cossack
officer of the Russian army Dmitri Peshkov, who rode “alone from Blagoveshchensk
by the Sea of Okhotsk in the far in east of Russia to St Petersburg on the Baltic, a
distance of 8283 versts (5491 miles/8836 km).”’?6 Peshkov “accomplished the journey
in 234 days (194 days of travel), spending a total of 1169 hours in the saddle.””?”

%5 “fIkyrcKas AOIUIAAb: CHABHAA, BBIHOCAHBA H... BKycHas [The Yakutian horse: strong, hardy and...
tasty]. Arctic Russia (January 16, 2024). Available at: https://arctic-russia.ru/article/yakutskaya-loshad-
silnaya-vynoslivaya-i-vkusnaya/ (accessed June 28, 2024).

26 Gail Brownrigg, “From Eastern Siberia to St. Petersburg,” Cheiron: The International Journal of Equine
and Egquestrian History 2:1 (2022): 12-15.

27 ITbid.
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Peshkov’s own motivation was to showcase the endurance and hardiness of the local
Russian breeds of horses.28

| |

Fig. 3. Nikita Gretsi with his two horses, Artyk and White.
From Nikita Gretsi’s personal archive. Reproduced with permission.

Gretsi’s ambition was not only to beat the previous record, but also to bring the
Yakutian horse, whose hardiness and endurance have long been known, into the
limelight. He described the goals of the expedition as “the international promotion
of the Yakutian horse breed, as well as promoting the recognition of Yakutia and
acquaintance with its culture at Russian and international level.”? The expedition
was supported by the Long Riders” Guild as well as the Yakutian officials. Locally,
he used the help of the Yakutians Egor Makarov and Duguydan Vinokurov. In one
of his interviews, Gretsi highlighted the difference between a tourist and a traveller,
stressing that his interests are those of a traveller who wants to experience local
culture, which cannot be found in big cities.’* He also explained that his aim was to
promote Russia and Yakutia in particular as a good destination for tourism.3!
According to Gretsi, one of the advantages of using the horse as a means of transport

28 'The American journalist Thomas Stevens, who met Peshkov when setting off on his own long-riding
expedition from Moscow to the Black Sea, described Peshkov’s horse as “a big-barreled, stocky gray
pony about fourteen hands high” and notes that it was an ambler (Thomas Stevens, Through Russia on a
Mustang (London/Paris/Melbourne: Cassell, 1891)).

2 Gail Brownrigg, “The Last Great Journey — from the Pacific to the Atlantic,” Cheiron: The International
Journal of Equine and Equestrian History 2:1 (2022): 15-17, at 16.

30 Vasiliy Prokopyev, “Ilyrermecrsue Ha SIkyTckmx AoImasfix — Medra M peaAbHOCTH [A journey on
Yakutian horses — a dream and reality]. Sakha Parliament (August 4, 2020). Available at:
https:/ /www.sakhapatliament.ru/intervyu/2175-puteshestvie-na-yakutskikh-loshadyakh-mechta-i-
realnost (accessed June 30, 2025).

31 Ibid.
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is that it helped him to travel outside the beaten roads, including the first stage of his
journey, from Magadan to Yakutsk.

Nikita set off on two Yakutian horses, Artyk and White. For parts of the journey,
he was also joined by the local riders, likewise mounted on Yakutian horses.
Unfortunately, due to the travel restriction brought by the Covid-19 pandemic, Gretsi
had to postpone and eventually abandon part of his quest. Gretsi’s Russian-based
colleagues Egor Makarov and Duguydan Vinokurov, however, took up the flag and
completed the ride Gretsi could not finish when the conflict between Russia and
Ukraine escalated.

Duguydan Vinokurov and Mitchil Neustroev started from the village of
Yuchyugey in the Oymyakon area of Yakutia on March 5, 2021. They explain that
their main aim was to showcase the hardiness of the Yakutian horses, which are able
to go over long distances and at different seasons, with the riding taking place in all
weather conditions and on a wide variety of terrain. In this respect, their undertaking
is akin to the project of Peshkov in the nineteenth century. Unlike Peshkov, who
rode only one horse, Vinokurov and Neustroev, like Gretsi before them, had four
horses, which they could change for riding, and which were also used as pack animals
for transporting their belonging, the tent, and their food.? Initially, the travellers
aimed, like Gretsi, for London as their final destination. They had not technical
support on the journey, and they were able to travel to Yakutsk before they realized
that they had to change their final destination. Due to the spread of the Covid
pandemic and the imposition of travel restrictions to curb the spread of the virus,
Gretsi was unable to rejoin the travellers in Yakutsk, as previously envisaged, and
they decided to aim for Moscow as the finishing point of the journey. After Yakutsk,
the travellers were able to use mechanized transport for carrying their belongings and
fodder for the horses, whom they fed with hay and oats, but, in April 2022, when
they have reached Novosibirsk area, an accident happened, resulting in Neutroev
leaving the ride: one of his horse was killed in an accident, the other lost an eye.
Vinokurov continued alone until he was joined in Kazan by his nine-year-old son
Darhan, who rode the 700 km remaining to Moscow with his father.??

The journey took one year and four months and was complete on July 15, 2021.
The ceremonial completion of the project took place during the Ysyakh festival (also
known as Yhyakh), coinciding with the centennial anniversary of the Republic of
Sakha. The total length of the journey was 11,000 km.3* The ride of Vinokurov and
Neustroev has been sponsored by the Russian Geographic Society, the
administration of the Oimyakon and Ust-Aldansk regions, and local businessmen.

32 Yulya Bochkareva, “Aaumnas mepcrs 1 kopoTkne HOru. O BEIHOCAHBEIX AOITAAAX IIOAFOCA XOAOAR”
[Long fur and short legs. On the hardy and unusual horses of the Yakutian frost pole]. Tass.ru. Available
at : https://tass.ru/arktika-segodnya/17905393 (accessed June 29, 2025).

3 Nikolay Sumarokov, “IlToa cryk kommbIT depes BCIO PoccHro: KyTckme 9IyAO-AOIIAAKM AOIIAH AO
Mocxksnr 7 [With the sound of hoofbeats all the way through Russia: Yakutian horses arrived at Moscow].
The Russian Geographic Society (July 19, 2022). Available at: https://tgo.ru/activity/
redaction/articles/pod-stuk-kopyt-cherez-vsyu-rossiyu-yakutskie-chudo-loshadi-doshli-do-moskvy/
(accessed June 30, 2025).

34 Bochkareva, “AanHHas mepcrs 1 KOpOTKUE HOTH.”
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Vinokurov completed another extreme expedition, entitled “Following the routes
of our great ancestors” [Aoporamu BeAHKHx IpeAkoB|, in Magadan area. This was a
shorter route of 800 km, of which 300 km were completed off roads. On this journey,
Vinokurov rode alone with two horses, followed by an offroad vehicle carrying a
driver, a cameraman and a cook. This journey was likewise started in winter, on
February 21, 2022, in extreme weather, the temperature falling to -55 C on the first
day. One of the tasks was to spend some nights without a tent, in a sleeping back
only, following the tradition of the Sakha. Vinokurov spent four nights without a tent
and tested two sets of clothes and sleeping bags, a traditional and a modern one. This
ride was likewise supported by the Russian Geographic Society.?

Vinokurov’s future plans include continuing the work of popularizing the
Yakutian horse, setting as his targets an international-level museum that would
present the Yakutian horse and other breeds, as well as popularizing horseback
tourism in Oimyakon, for instance, by offering horseback rides in picturesque
locations. He also plans to open a riding school with Yakutian horses, preferably near
Yakutsk.® Vinokurov envisages to bring together the horsemen and breeders of the
Far East, Siberia, Ural and other regions to organize joint events and exchange
experience.’’

D. The Y akutian horse as part of the Sakha culture

Both Gretzi and his followers and colleagues wanted to increase the recognition of
the Yakutian horse as a unique breed not only among the native Yakutians but also
worldwide. Among the Sakha, the horse is surrounded with myth and legend. Called
“Apehereii,” the horse is considered to be sacred, an animal of celestial origin. The
myth and folklore of the Sakha showcase the images of the horse “Apehereii” and
its patron “Apehereii Aiiemr” (the horse child) as having the central place in the
universe. It is considered that among the Turkic people the cult of the horse is best
represented among the Sakha, as it reflects many features that have either disappeared
completely among the Sayan-Altay peoples or have survived in such a weakened state
that their full extent can only be reconstructed through analogy with the Sakha
material. 3

The surviving beliefs and traditions related to horses among the Sakha people are
based largely on the fact that ways of breeding and managing the herds have not
changed over centuries. Even today, herds are entrusted to the wiser, more
experienced lead stallions to find fodder in dry conditions or when grass is scarce, as
with the continental climate of Yakutia, the summer heat can reach 38 degrees C.
Because the horses use snow, they have no need of water in winter, which would be

35 A press conference devoted to the expedition was conducted on January 24, 2023, livestreamed on
YouTube and available at: https:/ /www.youtube.com/live/236E2aq028M (accessed June 30, 2025).

36 Bochkareva, “AAnHHas mrepcTh ¥ KOPOTKHE HOTH.”

37 Sumarokov, “Iloa cryk xomsiT gepes Bcio Poccnro.”

38 “Apehereit — casuenHas Aomraap caxa (nlrs.ru).” [Jesegey — the sacred Sakha hotse]. Available at:

https://old.nlrs.ru/exhibitions/yakutian-hotse/ (accessed June 28, 2025).
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difficult, because winter temperatures in Sakha can drop to -50-60 degrees C. The
Yakutian horses can dig the grass from under the snow with the snow depth up to
32 c¢cm over the 8 months of the winter season, with almost no extra feed. Under such
harsh conditions, the role of the older and more experienced individuals in ensuring
the survival of the herd cannot be overestimated.

One of the traditional beliefs of the Sakha related to horse management is related
to the of the lead stallion and the herd’s broodmare. These two individuals, the
representatives of the celestial horse patron “Apehereii Aiisier” on earth, enjoyed a
special status. The hair of their mane and tail was never cut, they never wore any tack,
and could not be touched with the whip or ropes.?? Similar beliefs in the special status
of the horse as a psychopomp and a mediator between the heaven and earth are also
find in other cultures all around Eurasia, including the fact that the “special” horse
should never do any work or have any man-made tack put on it.#0 The annual
Yakutian folkloric feast of Ysyakh is mainly devoted to the horse, including the
traditional praise of the horse, with kumys, a drink made of fermented horse’s milk,
playing an important part in the feast.*!

Another important and recent tradition is 10,000-meter races open for the
Yakutian horses only. The races were started in the capital of Yakutia Yakutsk in
2008 and continue to be an annual occurrence. In explaining the rationale behind the
races, Aleksey Pudov highlighted that the Yakutian horse is part of the Sakha social
code and that, in future, the Yakutian horse should be use as environmentally friendly
transportation for tourism, hunting and production in places requiring special care
of the environment.*?

E. Offer of horse-related activities for tourists

Most of the offer of tourist activities that can be found on the web in English and
Russian languages in Yakutia is related to ecotourism and ethnotourism. During the
summer, tours to the Lena Pillars and along the scenic river routes can be
accomplished, while in winter, tours to Oymyakon, reputedly the coldest place on
earth, are offered widely. Depending on the tour offer, it may be possible to join the

% Vinokurov, Tpaduyuonnan kysemypa napodos cesepa.

40 For references, see Anders Kaliff and Terje Oestigaard, The Great Indo-Enropean Horse Sacrifice: 4000
Years of Cosmological Continuity from Sintashta and the Steppe to Scandinavian Skeid (Uppsala: Uppsala
universitet, 2020); Saints and Sinners on Horseback, ed. Miriam Bibby, in 2 vols., especially the contribution
of Edgar Rops, “From Sacred to Superstitious. Horse-Related Beliefs in Livonia from the Middle Ages
Onwards” in vol. 2.

41 On the festival, see T. Argounova-Low, “ITpasAHOBaACS AN BICBIAKX B COBETCKOE BPEMA: IIyOAMYHBIH
u ckperTeiid Tpaackpunt’ [Was Yhyakh Celebrated in the Soviet period: Public and Hidden Transcript],
Vestnik AGIKI 1(11) (2020): 68-72.

42 Aleksey Pudov, “Craukn: sxyrckas sommasb, kuno u I1pus Ipasureascra Akyrnn” [The Yakutian
horse, Cinema, and the Prize of the Yakutian Government| The Yakut Science and Research Institute
of Agriculture in Honour of M. G. Safronov (July 7, 2022). Available at: https://agronii.
ysn.ru/?p=4304 (accessed June 28, 2025). A video of the 2022 races is available on YouTube: “Craduxu
Ha IIpu3 IpeAceAateas nmpasuteabcra Jxyrmm 20227 [Races for the Prize of the Yakutian Government
Chair 2022] (July 3, 2022). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch? v=3kEcK9IV]clw&t=2s
(accessed June 28, 2025).
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Yakutian famous feast Ysyakh and witness the Yakutian horses, whose role in the
Sakha culture is celebrated at the festival — and also taste horsemeat. Specific tours
that envisage spending time with horse and deer breeders are rarer but are likewise
represented on the market.

Visit Yakutia is a tour operator offering a tour to experience the Yakutian horse
and meet its breeders in both winter and summer.*> Both summer and winter tours
take place over 1-2 days to groups of 1-4 people. Attendance at the Ysyakh festival
is included in the one-day tour, as well as a visit to the Machaary Museum, a hero
which the tour operator describes as the “Robin Hood of Yakutia.” Part of the tour
is a visit to the horse stud, where the tourists take part in the horsemen’s work,
passing what is described as “the express course for a beginner horseman.” It is
followed by a ride or a drive in a sleigh or in a snowmobile. Exposure to the local
equine culture continues at dinner, as the food offered for lunch includes locally bred
horsemeat. During a two-day tour, the visitors also take a drive in a snowmobile,
sleigh or quad to the free-ranging horses in their pastures. The website of Visit
Yakutia has only a Russian version, so it seems that the offer currently targets
primarily internal tourists from Russia, despite the statement on the main page that
the company’s mission is extended to both tourists in and outside Russia. Eventually,
it is possible that Russian speakers from abroad may also be expected.

Another tour operator offering horse-related activities is Travel Yakutia, whose
offer targets both foreign English-speaking and local Russian-speaking tourists.
According to their website, the tour “takes travellers to two different ethnic groups:
indigenous yakut horse herders in Khangalasskiy district of Yakutia and indigenous
evenki reindeer herders in Aldanskiy district.”# Days 3 and 4 of the tour are spent
with the horse herders, with the tourists having an opportunity to participate in the
herders’ daily work. This is two times less than the time spent with the Evenki
reindeer herders (days 7 to 10, inclusive), so the emphasis seems to be on the reindeer
herders’ work rather than that of the horse herders. Several other tours from the
same operator provide an opportunity to meet the Yakutian horse: these are “Arctic
Yakutian highlights,” “the Road of Bones” (a dirt road built by the Gulag prisoners
of the Soviet regime), “Ovetland from Yakutia to Chukotka” and “Overland to the
Extreme North.”

Thus, offer of tourist activities focusing on the Yakutian horse that can be easily
found on the web is somewhat limited. However, experience of the Yakutian equine
culture can be gained as part of the visit to the Oymyakon “cold pole” and the Ysyakh
festival, which is devoted to horses.

43 The winter offer is available at http://visityakutia.com/jakutskaja-loshad-konevody-jakutii/, and the
summer offer at http://visityakutia.com/jakutskaja-loshad-konebaza-letom/.

4 “Horse and Reindeer Herders,” Travel Yakutia. Available at: https://www.travelyakutia.com/
horseandreindeer (accessed July 1, 2025).
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ITI. The Yakutian Horse as a Tourist Attraction — Still a Long Way to
Ride?

Yakutia is a region of extremes: extreme weathers, the extremes of mining for
diamonds existing alongside traditional methods of horse and deer breeding, and the
fact that, despite its natural assets in terms of unique landscapes and the wealth
hidden underground, the region still needs governmental support to ensure
sustainability. Mining, agriculture and tourism are three industries that require careful
centralized planning to ensure sustainable development of the Sakha Republic and
of traditional Sakha communities and culture. The climate of the region facilitates the
breeding of the Yakut horses and reindeer, but increasing the herds has some
attendant risks, because both animals survive on the fodder that they can obtain
under the snow over winter, which means extensive pasture is required to avoid the
herds running out of food. At the same time, increased demand on horse meat may
lead to the emphasis on breeding meat animals, resulting in changes in the breed. To
offset these risks, an increased emphasis on the significance of the Yakutian horse as
a tourist attraction, to be used in both eco and ethnotourism has been made by the
breed’s afficionados and local entrepreneurs. The establishment of the Yakutian
horse races and the long rides showcasing the hardiness and reliability of the Yakutian
horses as a mount are two examples of how the breed’s recognition in Russia and
worldwide can be facilitated. Such measures also popularize Yakutia as a tourist
destination and promote awareness of the Sakha culture.

Tourism in Yakutia is regulated by a set of laws and regulations, first and foremost
Law Nr. 132-FZ of the Russian Federation, dated November 24, 1996, “About the
bases of tourist activities in the Russian Federation” and amended on December 25,
2023. Local legislation is likewise involved in regulating the development of tourism
in the Republic of Sakha: law 780-Z N 442-1V, dated December 15, 2009, “On
Tourist Activity in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia),” with additions and amendments
contributes to the federal legislation. Finally, the concept for the development of
tourism in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), dated November 20, 2003, and the
strategy for the development of the tourist industry in Yakutia until 2025, which came
into power on May 27, 2009, provide strategic directions for developing tourism in
the republic. Additionally, the Ecological code of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) of
March 23, 2023, regulates environmental protection and security and the rational use
of natural resources. The law on the herd horse breeding, N 53-3 N 109-111, of July
10, 2003, amended on February 21, 2018, is specific to the situation in Yakutia, where
horses are bred and raised on free-ranging basis.

Despite measures to increase worldwide recognition of the Yakutian horse as a
unique breed, to augment its attractiveness to tourists and make its breeding more
lucrative for local communities, there are factors that hinder the development of
tourism in Yakutia in general and the Yakutian horse as a tourist asset. Travel
restriction imposed to curb the spread of Covid-19 in 2020-2022, and the geopolitical
situation caused by the war in Ukraine, which lead to the political isolation of the
Russian Federation and to many countries recommending against travelling to Russia
since February 2022, resulted in the decrease of incoming tourism into the Russian
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Federation more generally and into Yakutia more particularly. Local tourism has
decreased as well, following adverse economic development, which left the Yakutian
tourism industry straying from the long-term strategic goals, set without considering
the pandemic and the war. On the other hand, the Yakutian government placed a
greater emphasis on the economic self-sufficiency of the republic. The emphasis is
laid on agricultural production, including the breeding of the Yakutian horses as a
meat and milk animal rather than a riding animal or a tourist attraction. Yakutian
breeders highlight the fact that ridden animals have very different characteristics than
those bred for human consumption, and this new emphasis on the Yakutian horse
as a meat breed may lead to the decrease of individuals with traits that favour their
selection of ridden animals, to be used in tourist industry.

At the same time, the Yakutian horse maintains an important role of the Yakutian
culture, strongly present at traditional events and festivals, as well as in cultural life,
as highlighted by the races that showcase the breed’s speed and the long-riding
expedition started by Gretsi and completed by Vinokurov. The loss of the Yakutian
horse as a ridden animal and the shift to breeding for consumption may have an
ecological impact as well. For centuries, horses have been free-ranging in the
Yakutian polar and subarctic regions, foraging for grass both during the summer and
in winter. The positive role of the animal in maintaining and restoring the ecosystem
has been recognized by the introduction of the Yakutian horses in the Pleistocene
Park. Albeit it is uncertain whether the Yakutian horse owes its ancestry to the
prehistoric wild horses, it is without doubt that wild horses have been instrumental
in shaping the Yakutian landscape, and their loss or change in their management
conditions is likely to have an environmental impact.

Limitations of the study

During the writing of the paper, the author had limited access to Russian websites,
due to the fact that these websites were blocked by the Latvia government, including
the official websites of the Russian Federation storing original versions of the
legislation. Inability to access official documents issued by the Russian Federation on
their original websites and consult other Internet resources based in Russia
constitutes a serious and currently inevitable limitation to this study.
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