REPORT OF FRAG-2 MEETING

1.
AGENDA

The agenda for the meeting is provided as Annex 1

2.           PARTICIPANTS

The list of participants is given as Annex 2

3.           OPENING OF THE MEETING
Dr Parvin Farschi opened the meeting of the Second Regional Fisheries Advisory Group on behalf of Mr Emani Hosseini, the focal point for the CEP in the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Dr Nick Willoughby thanked Dr Farschi for the introduction.

Dr Hamid Ghaffarzadeh, of the PCU, thanked the Islamic Republic of Iran for the location of the office. He expressed gratitude to the Sustainable Management of Caspian Fisheries Project for the funding required to support the FRAG. 

Dr Ghaffarzadeh outlined to the meeting developments with respect to the Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment – otherwise known as the Tehran Convention. IR Iran and Russia had already ratified the Convention. It would shortly be ratified by Kazakhstan, probably within two weeks. Azerbaijan was expected to ratify after the parliamentary elections, due to take place in the first week of November. So the Convention would be fully ratified by the end of November, 2005. shortly afterwards a Ministerial meeting would take place, to be followed by the first conference. The CEP was under instructions to align itself with the Convention.

In 2004 the countries of the region had agreed to pursue four major Protocols. These concern biodiversity, reaction to major oil spills, trans-boundary impact assessments and land-based sources of pollution. In addition there were various other project developments in progress. Clearly fisheries were associated with some of these, but not directly included. Fisheries are seen as an area of environmental concern and they are also a source of potential economic growth. In the light of these developments, as well as a proposal for a Caspian Strategic Partnership based on GEF funding, it was important to develop a strategic, regional view concerning the future of fisheries. If fisheries were to be taken seriously, there needed to be consideration of a fisheries protocol corresponding to the other protocols currently making progress.

4.       COUNTRY STATEMENTS
Each of the country delegates summarised current developments in their own countries. A selection of key points from the statements were:

(a) IR Iran

Research into sturgeon, kilka, bony fish, anthropogenic effects on fisheries was reported. There is recognition of the decline of sturgeon resources, but given the socioeconomic importance of the sector for Iran, with about 2000 people dependent on the fishery for employment, a complete ban on fishing was not supported.

(b) Russia

The contribution of Russia to hatchery technology was noted. In addition the country was taking legislative steps to add controls on domestic production and distribution of sturgeon and caviar.

(c) Turkmenistan

A growing interest in fisheries was evident. So far the industry was underdeveloped, partly because the Caspian coastal zone was very thinly populated. There was an active fisheries inspectorate which was governed under a presidential decree. 

(d) Azerbaijan

Fish stock assessments into kutum, anchovy kilka, coastal herring and sturgeon had been carried out. However there was a shortage of skills and staff members of the Fisheries Research Institute needed the skills to do the work well. There was a need for practical training courses in the use of modern computer programmes. 

(e) Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan was taking steps against illegal fishing through strengthened labelling requirements for the domestic market.

5.        THE SUSTAINABLE MANAGEMENT OF CASPIAN FISHERIES 

           PROJECT (SMCFP) – N Willoughby
Dr Willoughby outlined the numerous activities of the Project – provided as Annex 3. 
Various views about the project were expressed by meeting. Most were generally supportive and endorsed the proposals for the remaining few months of the project as being realistic within the financial constraints in which it operates. Dr Pourkazemi expressed the view that it was important to make progress on certain issues, not simply to repeat the outcomes of other workshops. He was, for example, supportive of the idea of a prescriptive manual for fish stock assessment methods. Dr Tamara Zarbaliyeva implied that the project had not supplied training in fish stock assessment methods in the manner laid down in the terms of reference for the project. It was, however, accepted that some training had taken place, in the form of workshops, where attendance had been quite reasonable, although some attendees may not have been the ideal choice of participant.

6.          CITES – D Morgan (presented by M Pourkazemi)
In the absence of Dr David Morgan, of CITES, Dr Pourkazemi presented the Powerpoint description of the role of CITES as delivered by Dr Morgan to the Ramsar workshop. The presentation is provided as Annex 4.
Concerns expressed by the participants included:

(a)  CITES was able to influence international trade. However, many of the problems of Caspian sturgeon were due to domestic consumption of sturgeon and caviar. Russian and Kazakh representatives noted that they had legislative programmes which would impose a greater degree of control on domestic caviar processing activities. 

(b) Its decisions did not take into account the socioeconomic impact of CITES listing (Appendix II), or more severe forms of conservation control.  For example around 2000 people were employed in the industry in Iran. 

7. 
CASPIAN STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP – A Evans

Dr Amy Evans of the CEP/World Bank gave a presentation of the Caspian Strategic Partnership Concept (provided as Annex 5). 

This was welcomed by all participants.

8.
FAO REVIEW OF CASPIAN FISH STOCK ASSESSMENT 

METHODS (presented by N Willoughby)
Dr Willoughby presented a report prepared by FAO for CITES on stock assessment methods used in the Caspian (provided as Annex 6). 
The FAO report disappointed some in the meeting because it was not specific enough about the changes that are required.

The presentation provoked an active discussion in which two broad positions were expressed. There were differences in the positions taken by different countries.

(a) The absence of clear, and long run data sets implied that the methods of stock assessment adopted were not replicable by other scientists. Moreover there were no indications of the variance of estimates of population sizes, and therefore quotas. FAO therefore recommended that resource monitoring should be conducted with separation of areas, species and gear. Specific monitoring of sub-populations was required. Absolute abundance estimates were not necessary for management purposes. Management targets and risk assessments should be part of the process. 

(b) Others expressed the view that the implied criticism of methods in the Caspian  was irrelevant in the face of the obvious, very severe problems faced by the Caspian sturgeon sector. Evidence from sampling indicated a disastrous fall in the number of sturgeon in the Caspian. A convincing management strategy did not depend on having a detailed review of old data, even if it was inadequate, since the Caspian difficulties were very clear.

DAY 2 – RAMSAR WORKSHOP PRESENTATIONS
9.
SMCFP REGIONAL WORKSHOP, RAMSAR: WORKING GROUP 1

STOCK ASSESSMENT & TAC DETERMINATION ISSUES – G Daskalov
Dr Georgi Daskalov (SMCFP/CEFAS) presented the report of this working group on Stock assessment and TAC determination issues (provided as Annex 7). 

He pointed out that the group had also commenced constructing a meta-database spreadsheet entitled Stock Assessment Data Inventory, and another entitled Stock assessment Methods Inventory. Both these spreadsheets will be updated as information becomes available to the project and he particularly called on Russia, which was absent from the workshop, to provide input. 

Dr Daskalov noted that a pilot assessment of kilka (requested at the first workshop held in Baku in October 2004) based on international catch and survey data had been initiated by SMCFP and the results had been shown at the regional workshop. He briefly outlined again the results of that survey, noting that spawning stock biomass had been decreasing steadily throughout the 1990s despite a few peaks in recruitment during the time-series (the main peak matched a peak in fishing mortality). He speculated about the links between the environment and fish, notably a possible link between recruitment of kilka and the prevalence of Mnemiopsis leidyi. He stressed that the relationship he showed did not demonstrate a causal link.

He also posted a hypothetical mechanism of stock collapse and recovery in an ecosystem context for consideration by members of the FRAG. Based on international experience, this mechanism showed the FRAG how research underpinning management could possibly proceed, specifically investigating trophic cascades.

Comments passed on the presentation included: strong support for collaboration in assessment; the necessity for the Ministry to endorse recommendations for collaborative assessments (Tamara Zarbaliyev, Azerbaijan); a strong call for not only a listing of data to be made available, but also the data themselves (perhaps using pressure from the CITES secretariat based on its standing committee resolution 12.7 Rev. CoP 13); that the recommendations and listings be made under clear headings of species (i.e. all sturgeon issues be put together); further encouragement for voluntary participation in assessment workshops when funding is tight. Parvin Farshchi (Iran) announced that a protocol for data sharing under the CEP had been drafted recently and was awaiting signature by the five States.

To a question about the timeframe associated with implementation of some of these proposals and recommendations, Nick Willoughby (SMCFP) answered that some were in the domain of the current EU TACIS project (e.g. addressing regional assessment in Almaty, for example), but other proposals required funding to be sought through further projects or partnerships. Mohammad Pourkazemi (Iran) felt that holding another workshop without verified data would be a waste of time, and Nick Willoughby acknowledged the wisdom of his advice to seek the data actively.

10.
SMCFP REGIONAL WORKSHOP, RAMSAR: WORKING GROUP 2
BIOECONOMIC MODELLING AND HATCHERIES – A Palfreman
Dr Andrew Palfreman (SMCFP and Sultan Qaboos University, Oman) presented the report of this working group (provided as Annex 8).
Dr Palfreman stressed the potential value of Chris Mathews’ work relating hatchery release numbers with target recovery levels. This modelling work was considered by the group to be urgent. Discussion about the value of this fingerling/recovery study was enthusiastic, but it was noted that Chris Mathews (SMCFP) would be providing an update of this work later in the day.

Amy Evans (CEP) stressed the need for names of the responsible countries and persons to be assigned to each proposal, as well as a timeframe appropriate for each. Mohammad Pourkazemi (Iran) commented that the genetic implications of broodstock holding needed to be taken into consideration in making decisions about which animals to cull and which to keep alive, though he was aware of the need for a balance between genetic diversity retention and availability of wild stock. Another issue concerning him was the need to investigate the trophic requirements in fingerling culture so as not to impact the ecosystem negatively. Finally, he asked each country to consider developing a clear and transparent plan for their hatchery activities (numbers produced, growth, investment, etc), so that common best practice and expertise could be shared.

Sergei Zagarichny (Russia) and Zaur Salmanov (Azerbaijan) generally supported the views of Mohammad Pourkazemi and added some wisdom about hatchery technology, genetic diversity and ecosystem issues surrounding hatchery trophic needs. Robert Karayev (Azerbaijan Avademy of Science and SMCFP) mentioned that his management strategic planning proposal also addressed several of the issues raised, notably pollution-inspired ecosystem problems and the risk of genetic mutation. Sergei Zagarichny intervened to say that time-series of data available to his country could not be analysed to address ecosystem health and capacity issues of the Caspian Sea. He further mentioned the output of studies in other areas that might be useful in addressing some of these issues.

Tamara Zarbaliyev (Azerbaijan) reminded participants of the historical data on some of these issues held by her organization, much from former Soviet Union times. Georgi Daskalov (CEFAS and SMCFP) supported the value of the trophic studies being proposed, but reminded participants that the current stock status was much lower than historically, so he felt that food would not be limiting. Mohammad Pourkazemi then intervened to say that the Mnemiopsis leidyi / kilka competitive situation or predatory interaction had changed the food carrying capacity. Finally, Parvin Farshchi (Iran) mentioned that the water volume of the Caspian had also been changing recently.

11.
SMCFP REGIONAL WORKSHOP, RAMSAR: WORKING GROUP 3: CITES CONCERNS AND INTERNATIONAL TRADE - N Willoughby
Dr Nick Willoughby (SMCFP) presented the report of this combined working group (provided as Annex 9).
Dr Willoughby referred to the various questions posed to the working groups at Ramsar, and provided the working group’s answers. He noted that Russia was absent from the working group, but briefly, in terms of CITES activities, the feeling was that international bodies are important for getting action. Administration regarding CITES compliance seemed to be registered fairly well only in Iran. Requirements for licensing caviar processing, labelling and packaging received good support. 
In terms of institutional or legal safeguards to reduce or prevent the illegal caviar trade, it was reiterated that the illegal catch is mostly driven by international demand, but is increasing in some countries, and that domestic laws may be in place but that implementation is often lacking. 
If a moratorium on caviar trade were to be instituted, the feeling was that illegal operations would expand, especially the criminal (as opposed to subsistence) element. The suggested need for quantification and purpose of each State’s scientific catch quota up front was supported. 
Finally, better links with other projects and organizations were sought by the group. Sergei Zagarichny (Russia) gave some valued input to some of the questions. The registration issue is handled separately in Russia, but a type of “licensing” through legislation of certain types of activities is already in place in terms of trade. He sought information on the share of scientific quota taken by each State, but stressed the need for any scientific quota to be granted on the basis of knowledge of the state of the stocks.

12.
SMCFP REGIONAL WORKSHOP, RAMSAR: WORKING GROUP 4: 

WORKING GROUP 4: LEGAL AND INSTITUTIONAL BARRIERS

- N Willoughby

Nick Willoughby (SMCFP) also presented the report of this working group (see Annex 10)
Discussion following this presentation was intense. 
Chris Mathews and Andrew Palfreman (both SMCFP) started by stating how other areas had tried to quantify illegal activity, namely bottom-up (sociological economics) and top-down (modelling from caviar and sturgeon meat downwards). Marat Yesetov (Kazakhstan) felt that the official Kazakh perspective would be that quantification of the illegal catch was of lesser priority than its control, given the situation in his country. Sergei Zagarichny (Russia) commented on the drivers for illegal activity. He felt that it was not a simple split between subsistence and criminal (gang) activity, because simple sociological and economic needs brought poor people under the influence of the “Mafia”, so there were links between the two groups. He supported many of the views of Kazakhstan, but concluded that in his opinion, the lack control of illegal activity exemplified some lack of political will. 
Both previous speakers, plus Alexander Shatov (Russia), supported in some way an excise on traded sturgeon material to support national efforts to control illegal activity. 
Mohammad Pourkazemi (Iran) mentioned that illegal subsistence use of renewable resources should take cognizance of the life cycle of the species being exploited, i.e. the simple bio-economics of their operation. He outlined the experiences of Iran in minimizing sturgeon catches by redirecting effort towards kutum, with massive national investment. It seemed to be working for his country, and he advocated similar investigation and perhaps long-term investment by other States. Amy Evans (CEP) opined that there needed to be a two-pronged approach to solving the problem – rigorous control of the “Mafia” plus development of subsistence opportunities.

13.
SMCFP REGIONAL WORKSHOP, RAMSAR: WORKING GROUP 5: 

TOWARDS A REGIONAL STRATEGIC FISHERIES MANAGEMENT PLAN – A I L Payne

Dr Andy Payne (SMCFP and CEFAS) presented the report of this Working Group – which is in some ways a summary of the whole Ramsar Workshop (see Annex 11).

The discussion was started by Sergei Zagranitchny (Russia), who regretted being unable to attend the Ramsar Workshop. He pointed out that we cannot consider the future of Caspian stocks in isolation from world patterns – everywhere world fish stocks are being fished down. – but how should we address our own problem. If there is dynamic development of other industries (outside fishing) then regional per capita incomes must rise. People in fishing need equality. The crisis in fisheries comes about because natural resources are limited and too much pressure is applied to them. An important step could be the use of alternative income generating opportunities (AIGOs) within fishing communities - through, for example, mariculture and rearing sturgeon.

Mohammad Pourkazemi (Iran) thanked Dr Payne for his presentation and expressed his full support for its intentions.

Parvin Farshchi (Iran) asked whether it would be worthwhile to start discussing a Fisheries Protocol at this stage. A Strategic Action Plan has already been approved, yet despite this there are still immense problems for fisheries. She queried why visiting scientists always considered sturgeon problems rather than the state of the whole ecosystem. She pointed out that legal systems take many years to develop, but that action to preserve both the ecosystem and sturgeon is needed now. She suggested that we should not wait for the CAB to act, but should start to consider developing a Fisheries Protocol now. She would support this rather than the preparation of a Fisheries Strategic Action Plan.

Dr Payne responded that in his opinion the development of a protocol should certainly be our longer term aim, but that an action plan could be developed in the meantime – they are not mutually exclusive. Chris Mathews supported this joint approach.

Mohammad Pourkazemi suggested that the first step is the need for the political will to change. The range states should decide whether they want to accept the pace of the CAB deliberations or try to achieve a Fisheries Protocol. 
14.
STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT AS A MEANS OF MANAGING STURGEON IN THE CASPIAN SEA – R Karayev
Robert Karayev (SMCFP and Azerbaijan Academy of Science) briefly sketched his proposal (Annex 12). 
In summary, the proposal is to make use of an expert system evaluation that takes into account all factors in the Caspian Sea that may impact on sturgeon, including biological, physical, economic and financial. The methodology is internationally credible (used elsewhere) and takes uncertainties into account in developing a strategic plan on how best to maximize use of sturgeon in the current political climate of the region. The method has been written up for peer scrutiny and possible publication in the international media.

Amy Evans (CEP) asked about the main aims of the methodology. Prof. Karayev responded that the main target was sturgeon, as the most valuable commercial resource of the Caspian Sea. Overall, his strategic planning method aimed at preserving, restoring and managing sturgeon and the uncertainties around it better than traditional methods, and he gave examples of how the method worked. In response to a question from Sergei Zagranichny (Russia), Prof. Karayev stressed that the method did not follow a stochastic paradigm, but rather followed a pessimistic/

realistic/optimistic scenario route to come up with its recommendations.

15.
SUSTAINABLE MANAGEMENT OF CASPIAN STURGEON – BIOECONOMIC PATHWAYS FOR 25-50 YEAR MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES – C Mathews
Dr Chris Mathews (SMCFP) presented an update of his Ramsar workshop suite of papers (Annex 13).
Tamara Zarbaliyeva (Azerbaijan) questioned how the performance of a migratory species such as Persian sturgeon could differ so drastically from that of the other sturgeon species. Dr Mathews responded that it was the only species whose stock was managed 95% by a single country, thus bringing it under greater control. Ms Zarbiliyeva then asked why the stock of Persian sturgeon in Azerbaijan had not been as stable or even increased. Dr Mathews felt that Persian sturgeon migrations were not so extensive as the other species. 
Sergei Zagranichny (Russia) took issue with the assumption that Persian sturgeon was being managed well by Iran alone, whereas he considered the species to be migratory. He was also disappointed by the omission of illegal catches from the equation. Dr Mathews responded that CITES had informed him that only Iran was catching Persian sturgeon. 
Mohammad Pourkazemi (Iran) entered the debate by stressing that Persian sturgeon were classified as a separate species by taxonomists from all States (despite great similarities with Russian sturgeon and even ship sturgeon), but that there was a distinct possibility that some Persian sturgeon were being mis-identified on capture and processing in States other than Iran, giving reason why no other country was declaring landings of Persian sturgeon. He asked for a tagging survey to elucidate the migration of Persian sturgeon, and for opportunity to demonstrate the separation of Persian sturgeon from the others. He therefore felt that the declarations by States to CITES of landings by species were in error (by omitting Persian sturgeon) for at least the recent decade. 
Zaur Salmanov (Azerbaijan and SMCFP) added that unofficially at least he was convinced that a significant portion of the Azeri fingerling releases were Persian species. He also took issue with Dr Mathews’ statement that just 10-20% of the landings are managed, that it was not “impossible” to control illegal fishing, at least in Azerbaijan, and that he did not like the reference to 24 1000 fingerlings per ton of Persian sturgeon. 
Nick Willoughby responded that Dr Mathews’ presentation was simply of a way forward, and that the project continually sought better figures and did not guarantee the accuracy of those given. Alexander Shatov (Russia) also countered that he did not support some of the views of Dr Mathews and Dr Pourkazemi.

16.
PROTOCOL VS ACTION PLAN, AND THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE CEP AND THE CAB
Dr Ghaffardizeh (CEP) stressed that the CEP was simply an organ of communication that was available to be used in progressing fisheries management. Thus, he did not personally advance the case for a Fisheries Protocol, simply felt that he wanted to hear how the group wanted to move forward in bringing environmental thinking into management of renewable resources. He was also acutely aware of the fact that representatives around the table also supported (or even sat on) the CAB, and it was not his mandate to do anything other than to do the best for the region under his environmental mandate. 

The representatives of Russia and Kazakhstan refrained from making comments, and the representative of Azerbaijan did not have a mandate to do so. Mohammad Pourkazemi (Iran) mentioned that he had not been aware until now that the CEP option to shape future fisheries management in the Caspian Sea was open. Personally (he stressed it was not the official Iranian view), he felt that the CAB was not yet progressing as the States apparently desired, and was still rather weak. Funding opportunities were still limited, and he also felt that an active professional secretariat needed to be put in place. At the moment, a single meeting per year, in December, was targeted just at allocation issues. Reflecting, he noted that the CAB itself was seeking upgrading of its activities.

Parvin Farshchi (Iran) suggested that the current meeting endorse a proposal for the CAB to be urged to proceed regional legislation issues, perhaps in a meeting of the CAB that contained CEP participation. In response to a question, Kazakhstan said that the 24th session of the CAB was scheduled for the week of 21 November 2005 in Astana. Dr Ghaffardizeh asked whether any country was still able to request that the subjects of the relationship between CAB and CEP, and the regional fisheries legislation through environmental initiatives of the CEP be placed on the agenda of the 24th session. Dr Pourkazemi suggested that the CITES route be invoked to request that these items be placed on the agenda. Dr Ghaffardizeh mentioned that initiatives from the CEP for the relationship to be considered at the CAB were not receiving any response from the latter. Amy Evans (CEP) asked whether the focal points were being asked to bring the two parties closer together.

Finally, Dr Pourkazemi asked whether serious consideration was being given to the raising of funds from the UNDP to help some countries develop infrastructure. He noted with gratitude the support from the SMCFP project and others for Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan in particular.

17.
ALGAL BLOOMS
Hamid Ghaffardizeh (CEP) raised the subject of the recent HAB near the Iranian coast (near Banda Anzali). The bloom was 300 km long and possibly contained toxic organisms (some reports of possible fish deaths). This was the biggest ever bloom recorded in the Caspian Sea off Iran, and it received national and international exposure. Causes are not known, nor is the extent of the toxicity, but one unsupported suggestion put forward was that the bloom resulted from the collapse of kilka (following competition with Mnemiopsis leidyi). Another suggestion was that it was the result of unusual nutrient outflow from the Kura River (rejected by Azerbaijan). Finally, the question was raised as to whether the bloom species was endemic or exotic to the Caspian Sea. The decision was that CEP be asked to provide technical assistance in evaluating the bloom after Iran had investigated its morphology. Mohammad Pourkazemi (Iran) added to the debate and produced a briefing document.

Chris Mathews (SMCFP) referred to a debate held some months ago in which he had responded to a question about whether overfishing could stimulate algal blooms. The answer was “possibly”. The representative of Russia suggested contacting a specialist in Europe (possibly France) to help in the evaluation of causes and outcomes.

The recommendation from the group was that although SMCFP could not help, it supported CEP initiatives for research and investigation under one of the other RAGs.

18.
GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE FRAG
1. The FRAG broadly supports the activities of the SMCF Project, but would like more focus on the actions/outcomes identified in the revised Project Logical Framework

2. The FRAG endorses the Ramsar Regional Workshop Working Group proposals and suggests that the SMCFP identify which organization should be responsible for taking further actions and the time frames for these actions.

3. The FRAG suggests that the SMCFP make more use of the CITES Secretariat to help obtaining stock assessment data sets from the region that are necessary for project activities (Ref paragraphs in CITES CoP)

4. The FRAG recommends that SMCFP work towards developing a Strategic Fisheries Action Plan.

5. The FRAG recommends that the CEP initiate the drafting of a Fisheries Protocol

6. FRAG recommends that the CAB consider legal aspects of Caspian fisheries management. 

7. The FRAG also recommends that previous EU TACIS data be located and made available to the Interim Secretariat of the CEP and the region

8. The FRAG requests that the FAO, CITES, EU TACIS, the CEP and the CAB should collaborate on regional issues. In particular, …..

9. The FRAG that the results of the meeting be conveyed to CAB, FAO and CITES

10. The FRAG recommends that countries of the region should consider further the need for national coordination on fisheries and environmental issues

11. The SMCFP develop a conceptual plan for a project to evaluate and minimize illegal fishing. The Steering Committee be requested to advance the funding and implementation of the concept 

12. World bank/UNDP proceed with preparation of a Caspian GEF Strategic Partnership

13. SMCFP to consider the development of a regional stock assessment manual

19.
NEXT MEETING
Almost certainly the end of May after the closure of the SMCF project.

