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1.0 Introduction

The contract to develop a biodiversity information system and monitoring programme for the Caspian Environment Programme was signed between Ecological Consulting Services signed  with the United Nations Offices for Project Services on the 21 February 2005. The statement of work requires ECS to submit the following progress report on works undertaken in the first six months of contract.

The following personnel have been appointed and contracted to execute the contract:

Tim Turner: Project Manager
Brian Roddie: Technical Manager

Eka Khvedelidze: Administrative Support
Vladimir Belokoptov: Database and Information System manager
Alexandra Vladimirova: DIS assistant
Ziyafat Kerimov: DIS assistant (GIS)

Nicholai Alladin: Biodiversity Data collection manager  
Igor Plotnikov: Data collection assistant

Michael Dianov: Data collection assistant  

2. 0 Biodiversity Regional Advisory Group (BRAG) Consultation
Requests for information on existing biodiversity databases and monitoring systems and nominees for national data collection consultants were sent to BRAG members in March 2005, followed by formal questionnaires (see appendix 1) in May 2005. By July the all the countries, except for the Islamic Republic of Iran, had provided nominees for data collection consultants, but no information from any of the countries had been received regarding  existing databases or monitoring programmes.
Key members of the project team (Brian Roddie, Tim Turner, Vladimir Belokoptov and Nicholai Alladin) attended the first BRAG meeting held in Almaty, Kazakhstan in April 2005 at which the project implementation plan was presented, based on the project proposal. The implementation plan was approved by the BRAG; however the Russian delegation stated that the plan did not contain sufficient detail about the design of the information system. In order address the Russian Federation’s concerns the team made a presentation of an idealised information system that initiated lively discussion. The project team asked BRAG members to define their needs, objectives and priorities for the information system and monitoring programme. There was no immediate feed-back and disappointingly no written feed-back has yet been received. In order to progress the design of both these design components, further attempts will be made to engage the countries and it is hoped that the draft designs report will generate more country interest. To this end ECS has agreed to send Brian Roddie and Vladimir Belokoptov to the IT Regional Advisory Group meeting in Tehran at the end of September to present the two draft design reports, although this is not part of the statement of works.          
3.0 Environmental Information Systems

3.1 Review of Existing Assets

A comprehensive report on the existing information database and systems has been prepared and submitted to CEP for tabling at the IT regional Advisory Group meeting in Tehran in September 2005 (appendix 2). It should be noted that is not the intention to expand the existing biodiversity database, which is of limited scope and is composed of simply of summary reports, an illustrated library of Caspian species of selected animal and plant classes and a species check-list. Instead, the biodiversity information system will be designed and constructed from new, based upon international best practice and the needs and priorities of the users. There is no information on the existing national biodiversity monitoring programmes, with the exception of the annual Caspian Seal census undertaken by the CaspNIRHK institute in Astrakhan, Russian Federation. The summary reports are of mixed quality and mainly drawn from the seminal works produced in the 1960s. The most valuable reports are the two regional reports on biodiversity prepared by the Russian Zoological Institute and on coastal habitats prepared by the firm Terra in Kazakhstan. There are, with the exception of recent surveys undertaken with the support of CEP of Mnemiopsis and the Caspian Seal, no historical field data available. The only multi-disciplinary data sets which exist (but not included in the CEP information system) are those obtained from the oil companies, principally OKIOC and Aggip KCO. These along with other data sets to be obtained from BP (see section 3.3) will be used as model templates for the information system and used for testing and de-bugging. It is difficult at present, with such a dearth of data, to talk about QA procedures and data compatibility except in the abstract, therefore the concepts of weighting of information presented in the original proposal are still believed appropriate. 

3.2 Data Requirements

The project has not yet got a clear picture of the user requirements and needs CEP’s assistance to establish the countries’ information needs; including the form of data output. A summary description of potential data, including format, for inclusion in the information system is given in the draft Source and Format of CEP Environmental information report (appendix 3) and feed-back is sought from the countries. 

3.3 Data and information acquisition
 A summary of the historical data believed to be available, mostly in the Russian Federation, is given in the Source and Format report. According to the experts from the Institute of Zoology and Botany in St. Petersburg a considerable amount of data was lost at the time of the break-up of the Soviet Union and the remainder was scattered, now in the ownership of individuals. The data collection team in St. Petersburg has tried to obtained data from known sources through correspondence and telephone communication but with no success. It is now proposed that team member from St. Petersburg will visit key institutions in the region to determine what information still exists and its value. Please note, it is not certain whether there is any information or data describe is available and the mission’s objective will be to determine its existence relevance and accessibility. Key experts in Kazakhstan (Natalie Ogar), Azerbaijan (Mehman Akhundov) and Iran will also be engaged to help with this data search. It is likely that any new data discovered will have to be purchased and at this point it is unclear what funds are available for this purpose. The mission to the region is scheduled for November 2005 and the final report on data sourcing is programmed for January 2005, a delay of four months. This delay will not affect the design of either the information management system or the monitoring programme.
As well as data sets there exist various Caspian specimen collections, almost all entirely held by Russian institutions. The final report on data sourcing will contain a section on the ownership, maintenance and accessibility of these collections. 
A complete review of the species check-list is to be undertaken by members of the Zoological and Botanical institutes in St. Petersburg. Although this task is not covered by the statement of work, it is believed important since a consistent taxonomic listing is believed will be the backbone of the new monitoring programme.     

3.4 Priority Information Targets   
As stated above, the project needs guidance from the countries on their priority needs, both short and long term. At the moment the project has had to make assumptions about not only the priorities but also the specific management decisions the information system and monitoring programme is to support. The viability of existing data to meet those priorities and data gaps are also unknown. We should be careful that in striving to push the project forward we don’t become separated from the decision makers needs and deliver a product of mere academic value. 
Data exchange protocols are a sensitive issue. It was envisaged that they would be finalised at the same time as the draft biodiversity protocol to the Convention; however, the third meeting of the technical working group has been postponed until early in the New Year delaying agreement on the protocols. 

The Priority Information Target component is currently three months behind schedule.
3.5 Integrated Information System design

The preliminary integrated information system has been designed and constructed. The draft report is contained in appendix 4 and comments/questions have been requested from the countries. The system will be demonstrated by Vladimir Belokoptov and Brian Roddie at the meeting of the IT Regional Advisory Group to be held at the end of September using an integrated data set. 

3.6 De-bugging, installation and training

A final version of the system will be de-bugged and installed in the CEP in November and final report prepared at the end of the year. Training on the installation will take place in January in Tehran.

The final stage in the information system development will be the population of the system with data, which, because of the delay in data acquisition, is now programmed for February/March 2005.  
4.0 Biodiversity status and trends
4.1 Regional review and scoping study 
The report on the indicator species, priority habitats and threats will be available at the end of October. Although substantively complete, the report has been held back pending information about existing monitoring programmes.   
4.2 Monitoring Protocols and specifications
The draft Monitoring Protocol and Specifications report has been submitted to the PCU for distribution (appendix 5) and comments and questions have been requested from the countries. A monitoring equipment specification (appendix 6) was submitted to the PCU in mid June 
4.3 Monitoring and Response system
The oil spill and emergency plans from all five countries have been acquired from IMO and IPIECA, some of which are still in draft form. Only the Iranian plan contains substantive information on the sensitive marine and coastal areas and none contain site-specific threats analyses or monitoring plans. In light of the lack of information, the production of site specific response plans and training manual has been postponed until work begins on the Coastal Sensitive Sites Inventory, under a separate contract.    
5.0 Regional Capacity Development 
5.1 Identification of participating organisation and delivery of training
At the request of the PCU training of the technical practitioners in the biodiversity monitoring programme has been advanced by six months and will now begin in autumn 2005. The first training session, scheduled for 26th and 27th October, will concentrate on the theoretical aspects of the monitoring programme. The practical training will be undertaken in late spring 2006. Although splitting of the training into two sessions is not ideal, this arrangement has been agreed to in order to accommodate PCU’s wish to combine the training sessions of the biodiversity monitoring programme and IMO ballast waters management project. It is however crucial before any training takes place that in each country the participating organisations, those to be responsible for the programme, are identified. Letters have been sent to the National Focal Points requesting the names of the participating organisations and contact individuals, but at present no organisations have been identified. We are at the moment therefore hesitant about conducting this early training. 
6.0 Summary
The design of the information system and monitoring programme is proceeding well and to schedule. Training for the monitoring programme has been advanced and the project team is attending an additional CEP advisory group meeting in order to improve country participation. Additional uncontracted work is being undertaken to update the Caspian species check-list and acquire biodiversity data.

The feed-back from the countries has been poor and, if not resolved, may begin to affect project execution. Information is required on existing databases and monitoring programmes, and, most important, the countries’ short and long term priorities. It may be worth considering holding a workshop with the key decision makers once the responsible authorities have been identified in each country. 

Data acquisition has proven to be a difficult task. Although the data sources have been identified, mostly in ex-Soviet institutes, obtaining data through correspondence and telephone communication has not been successful and personal visits are now being planned.

