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Due to the large-scale land transformation actions, the Eurasian 
steppe holding a considerable proportion o f the Earth’s temper
ate grasslands is among the most endangered biomes. In trans
formed agricultural landscapes, steppe grasslands could often 
remain in small fragments that play an essential role in conser
vation. In our study, using a continental-scale dataset containing 
1072 data records on the localities, land cover and presence of 
cultural, historical and sacred objects on kurgans situated in eight 
countries in continental Eurasia, we evaluated the conservation 
potential o f prehistoric burial mounds (kurgans), the most w ide
spread historical monuments o f the steppes. By using Bayesian 
logistic generalized regressions and proportional odds logistic re
gressions, we aimed to reveal the potential o f kurgans in preserv
ing grasslands considering landscapes with different levels of land 
use transformation. W e also compared the conservation potential 
o f kurgans situated inside and outside protected areas (PAs) and 
assessed whether the presence o f cultural, historical or spiritual 
values support the maintenance o f grasslands on the kurgans. 
W e revealed that kurgans had high importance in maintaining 
grassland vegetation even in non-protected transformed land
scapes outside PAs; thus, they could act as additional pillars for

conservation. Kurgans covered by grasslands might have a land
scape-dependent conservation role. They have the potential to 
act as habitat islands in highly transformed landscapes, stepping 
stones in moderately transformed landscapes and biodiversity 
hotspots in intact landscapes. W e found that besides their steep 
slopes hindering ploughing, the existence o f cultural, historical or 
religious values could almost double the chance for grassland oc
currence on kurgans due to the related extensive land use and 
the respect o f local communities. By using kurgans as a model 
system, our results highlight that an integrative social-ecological 
approach in conservation could enhance the synergistic positive 
effects o f conservational, landscape and cultural values.
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