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Caspian Environment Programme

Bi-monthly Progress Report

September 15 to November 30, 2000
The project managers of the CEP umbrella projects have contributed to the following report:

Tim Turner, UNDP;

Stuart Gunn, Tacis;

Amy Evans/Rune Castberg, WB;

Sabine Hoefnagel, UNEP; and

David Aubrey, WB/Ecotoxicology  

The report covers the two and a half month period from September 15 to November 30, 2000 and is the fourth CEP progress report to be issued.  

UNDP: Addressing Transboundary Environmental Issues in the Caspian Environment Programme.

Programme Coordination Unit

Activities undertaken in the past two months:

· Evgeny Aslamin, the LAN Administrator and software developer, has left the PCU and has been replaced by Dmitry Khrustov.

· Public Participation Advisors for Islamic Republic of Iran, Abdol Hamid Amirebrahimi, and Republic of Kazakhstan, Zhumat Zhunussov, have been appointed.

· CEP representatives from the Russian Federation, Islamic Republic of Iran and Azerbaijan and the Programme Coordinator attended the First GEF biennial International Waters meeting held in Budapest, October 14th – 18th.
· Hamid Ghaffarzadeh the UNDP economist attended the consultation between the NIS Economic and Environment Ministries on Water Management and Investment held in Almaty, 16-17 October.
· Hamid Ghaffarzadeh delivered a workshop in Tehran on the project cycle and project preparation in November.
· In September all documents for the fourth meeting of the CEP Steering Committee Meeting were prepared and distributed The Meeting was held in Almaty on 19th and 20th October. 
· Dr Daukeev, the Minister of Environmental Protection and Natural Resources of Kazakhstan, stepped down as the Chairman of the CEP Steering Committee and was replaced by Dr Amirkhan Amirkhanov, Head of Department of Environment Protection and Safety, Ministry of Natural Resources of the Russian Federation.
· The Programme Coordinator attended the second meeting of the UNEP Regional Seas Programme, which was held in Monaco on 6th – 8th November and visited the IAEA Environmental Marine Laboratory, also in Monaco, which has been chosen to undertake the analyses of samples taken during the At Sea Training Programme (ASTP).
· A detailed implementation plan for the whole of the CEP has been produced using Micro-soft Project. Progress will be monitored against this plan by the PCU on a monthly basis. 

· The PCU prepared documents and presentations for the second TDA/NCAP/SAP meeting, to be supported jointly by UNDP and Tacis, and the second Data and Information Management (DIM) workshop.  

Planned Activities in the next three months

The PCU plans to undertake the following activities in the next three months:

· The second TDA/NCAP/SAP workshop will take place in Baku on 11th-13th December. Invitees will include senior country representatives, representatives from all nine CRTCs, the Public Participation Advisors and representatives from the private sector. The objectives of the meeting will be to undertake Causal Chain Analyses for the major perceived problems of the Caspian, and to draft CRTC specific ToR for input into the TDA.
· The second DIM workshop will take place in Baku on 14th-15th December with invitees from each country and the CRTCs. The meeting’s objectives are to demonstrate the current CEP data and information system and agree plans for its development over the next twelve months.
· The WHO workshops and pilot projects on recreational and groundwater monitoring postponed from November will now take place in January/February.
· A donors’ meeting organized UNEP is planned for February in Geneva to discuss what assistance can be provided to the Caspian countries to tackle the sturgeon problem.
· A workshop on the project cycle and project preparation will be delivered in Turkmenistan in February.
· The final CEP Public Participation Plan will be issued in early January and the PPAs will establish their Coastal Concern Groups early in the new year.

Caspian Regional Thematic Centres

Activities undertaken during the reporting period:

· The ASTP was completed on October 28 having fulfilled all of its training objectives, however, for a number of technical the Cruise was unable to enter Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and Iranian waters. A second leg of the Cruise is planned for late February 2001 to cover these regions.

· The international consultant Jim Hildrew visited all the Caspian countries in October, meeting with the National Contact points for Emergency Response. Rune Castberg of the World Bank escorted him. Renewed efforts were made to find co-funding for the development of National Oil Spill Contingency Plans in Azerbaijan and Islamic Republic of Iran.

· Contracts were issued to all countries for the ER data collection stage.

· Captian Norouz Tavana was appointed the Director of the ER CRTC. He is currently located in the offices of the Department of Environment of Iran and his contact details are the same as those for ITCAMP CRTC.

· The second ITCAMP workshop took place Tehran on 13th – 15th November at which the countries presented their draft Coastal Profile reports and their proposals for ICZM pilot projects.

· The draft outline for the Regional Coastal Profile and the Caspian ITCAMP guidelines have been prepared and were presented at the above meeting.

· The work to meld the five National Biodiversity reports into a regional report has begun and the contracts for the Conservation of Caspian Sea Habitats Action Plans have been issued.

Activities to be undertaken in the next three months:

· The ERACL Theme will begin the analyses of data on contamination levels in the Caspian Sea collected from various international sources and projects, and new data provided by the ASTP Cruise.

· The second leg of the ASTP Cruise will be implemented.

· The ERACL Theme, working with CRTC for Pollution control, will develop and issue a questionnaire to users of environmental monitoring data in the Caspian region and will discuss the results of the questionnaire with the data providers at a workshop in April 2001.  
· The ER CRTC will begin preparation of an Oil spill contingency workshop to be held jointly with IMO in Tehran in May 2001.
· The Iranian ITCAMP pilot project for the Ghilan province will begin in February.
· The final ITCAMP guidelines will be prepared.
· Discussions will be held at the second DIM workshop on the nature and extent of the CEP biodiversity database.
Progress measured against programme  

All activities are currently running between 2 to 4 months behind schedule. Critically the TDA/NCAP/SAP process has slipped two months behind with the draft TDA not expected until May 2001, however, we do not expect this delay to affect the commencement of the National Caspian Action Plans, which is scheduled for March 2001.

Problems encountered

No new problems, just the old ones. 

EU/Tacis: Addressing Transboundary Environmental Issues in the Caspian Environment Programme.

Activities Undertaken during the Reporting Period

PCU

· Discussions with Azerbaijan Committee for Ecology on investment priorities.

· Discussions with potential project owners in Azerbaijan regarding projects to reduce oil pollution and development of preliminary project fiches.

· Further development of the database of priority investment opportunities.

· Initiation of contacts with potential sources of investment funds.

· Preparation of an overview of monitoring requirements under the Convention.

· Preparation of an application for contract amendment to increase training and study tour activity.

· Procurement of computer equipment, and image analysis and GIS software.

Caspian Centre for Pollution Control

· Establishing a more extensive structure of experts working under the direct auspices of the CC PC.

· Completion of questionnaires regarding industrial pollution and further specifying the information required from I R Iran.

· Supporting preparations for the sea monitoring expeditions.

· Meetings with oil industry to discuss emission standards and oil contamination issues.

· Summary of the main pollution risks in each country.

· Preparation for a workshop to analyse the pollution issues, causes and effects.

Caspian Centre for Bioresources Management

· Initial preparations for the sea expedition, including requests for permission to enter waters off each state’s coastline.

· Making contacts and discussing the needs for and format of a new 5-country fisheries management agreement, including presenting proposals to an international meeting: Sturgeons at the Threshold of the 21st Century.

· Discussions with World Bank over the proposed format of a GEF Sturgeon project.

· A search was initiated into information related to the presence in the Caspian of Mnemiopsis and potential control plans.

· Establishing the parameters for the equipment to be procured for improving fish population surveys.

· Discussions on the provision of a computer network in the host institute and the use of such a network for sharing information.

Caspian Centre for Water Level Fluctuations

· The hydrological and meteorological databases have been translated into Access database.

· A common design of database interface has been developed for data input, reporting and graphing for data checking.

· Hydrological studies of Kara Bogaz Gol have been completed.

· Information on flood preparedness and flood management in Kazakhstan, Russia and Azerbaijan has been collated and reported.

· Representatives attended the 5th session of the Caspian Committee on Hydrometeorology and Pollution Monitoring of the Caspian Sea.

· Computer equipment has been procured and installed and a network established.

· The surge analysis model has been further developed.

· A source of digital air pressure and wind prediction data for one year has been identified.

Caspian Centre for Combating Desertification

· The groups to be involved in the next stage of desertification mapping have been identified, in some cases different from those who worked during Phase 1.

· A methodology for investigating socio-economic impacts of desertification was prepared.

· A workshop was held to introduce the methodology, followed by a training course attended by representatives from all countries.

· Satellite image sources for hot-spot investigations were investigated.

· Images were identified and procurement initiated.

· Computer equipment and software was procured for all national groups.

Activities Planned for the next two months

PCU

· Identify the investment priorities of the Russian Federation, through a high-level inter-sectoral meeting.

· Investigate specific investment requirements in the Astrakhan Region.

· Initiate a process through which coastal administrations in Russia will identify their investment priorities.

· Continue the dialogue with potential investors.

· Prepare for the TDA and DIM meetings.

· Follow-up to the TDA and DIM meetings, initiating the activities required to complete the TDA and integrate information systems.

· Further develop the database standards and integration with GIS.

· Prepare a GIS training programme.

· Assist with procurement for improvement to CC PC laboratories.

· Develop home pages for the CC WLF and CC PC.

Caspian Centre for Pollution Control

· Hold a workshop to discuss the summary of the information gathered on pollution emission priorities.

· Identify at the workshop the priorities for each country and transboundary issues.

· Prepare a report on the needs for and recommended structure of a reference laboratory system.

· Integrate additional Russian and Iranian information to the analysis of pollution issues.

Caspian Centre for Bioresources Management

· Continue with preparations for the sea expedition.

· Procure computer equipment and prepare for establishment of a network.

· Promote the proposed fisheries management agreement, in each country, and at the meeting of the Caspian Bioresources Commission.

· Initiate a review of the food-base for fish.

Caspian Centre for Water Level Fluctuations

· Further develop the surge analysis model.

· Evaluate the predictions of climate models.

· Further review the needs for investigation of coastal management problems.

· Prepare a report to identify the HYCOS system requirements.

Caspian Centre for Combating Desertification

· Procure remote sensing imagery.

· Evaluate the imagery and determine a methodology for detailed mapping and classification of hot-spot areas.

· Train the trainers in use of the image analysis software and the standards for analysis.

UNEP: Addressing Transboundary Environmental Issues in the Caspian Environment Programme – Strengthened Institutional, Legal, Regulatory and Economic Frameworks for SAP Implementation

Activities Undertaken September- November 2000

· Sixth Caspian Framework Convention meeting prepared and held 11-13 October in Moscow, Russian Federation;

· A new version of the draft Convention text based on the outcome of the 6th Caspian Convention meeting was prepared in both English and Russian and distributed to the Governments for comments;

· Preparation of the legal assessment report has been initiated under the lead of CRTC/LREI and the UNEP international consultant, Ms. Krasnova;

· Preparations for the 7th Caspian Framework Convention meeting have been initiated. 

Activities Planned for next two months

The following activities are planned to be carried out in close cooperation with the CRTC/LREI:
· An assessment of the Caspian riparian states’ relevant national environmental legislation/regulations and institutions related to the protection and sustainable management of the Caspian environment and its resources has been initiated. By mid December 2000 the designated national legal experts are expected to submit their first input to the legal assessment report by providing a list and text of relevant legislative acts, and prepare a short summary reviewing existing national legislation relevant to sustainable use and protection of the Caspian Environment. These inputs will be comipled into a draft assessment report by the international legal consultant. 

· The survey on economic instruments in each of the riparian states is expected to be further elaborated, in close cooperation with CRTC/LREI and the designated national economic experts. The preparation of the report has been initiated and relevant information is currently being collected and reviewed. A draft content of the assessment report will be prepared together with an explanatory guiding note for the national economic experts identifying in closer detail expected outputs and activities. 
· 3 separate review on the following subjects are to be prepared:
· Review of ongoing related capacity-building activities carried out by other international agencies, bilateral donors and NGOs to strengthen legal/regulatory/institutional/economic frameworks in the Caspian Region;

· Review on the existing multilateral legislation on the Caspian Sea: multilateral and bilateral agreements and the status of implementation, including bottlenecks to such implementation and regional needs;

· Review on international experience in creating and functioning of legal and economic instruments for providing environmental safety in the context of oil extraction.

Progress Measured Against Programme 

· Good progress was made with regard to the Caspian Convention process. A successful Convention meeting was organized by UNEP in cooperation with the CRTC/LREI in Moscow in October. The meeting succeeded in reviewing and in general agreeing upon the whole Convention text leaving certain outstanding issues, inter alia, the institutional arrangements, for further negotiations. All delegations were fully prepared and committed to bring forward the negotiations on the Framework Convention. Based on the successful outcome of the last Convention meeting it is hoped that the next Convention meeting will succeed in finalizing and reaching an agreement on the last outstanding issues enabling a plenipotentiary meeting to be held back to back with the Convention meeting for the adoption and signing of the Convention. 

· Progress has been made in implementing UNEP’s legal and economic capacity building part of the Programme in so far that the preparation of the legal assessment report has been fully initiated and first submission by the national legal experts is expected by end of 2000. A first draft of the 3 reviews (as mentioned above) is expected to be available within the near future together with a draft outline of the content of the economic assessment report. 

Problems Encountered
· During the reporting period, no specific problems were encountered.

WB: Addressing Transboundary Environmental Issues in the Caspian Environment Programme: Component IV Priority Investment Portfolio Project

Activities undertaken during the reporting period:

· The PIPP is now formally activated. 

· The evaluation of proposals for the Matched Small Grants Program administrator contract has been finalized. Negotiations with the highest scoring firm are now taking place. 

· During their visits to the Caspian Region in October Bank staff had discussions with the NFPs of Iran, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan on the identification of priority environmental problem areas for PIPP projects and on the development of PIPP workplans for each of the countries. The NFPs were also informed about the status and plans for the Matched Small Grants Program, the Training Component, and they were asked to nominate candidates for the half time lead investment consultant in each of the Caspian countries.

· EU-Tacis has held similar discussions on priority investment identification in Azerbaijan and Russia.

· UNDP/PCU organized a workshop on the investment project cycle in Tehran in the beginning of November. A workshop in Ashgabad later the same month has been postponed.

Activities planned for the next two months: 

· Negotiations for Matched Small Grants Program Administrator contract are scheduled to be concluded. 

· The Small Grants Administrator scheduled to start up the Program, setting up an office in Baku, employing local staff.

· Continued dialogue with the countries on identification of priority investments and on a workplan for project identification and pre-preparation. Letters will be sent to the NFPs on these questions.

· Hopefully, the NFPs will nominate candidates for the national lead investment consultants. Requests about this will be included in the above mentioned letters to the NFP.

· PCU based PIPP coordinator position will be advertised and recruited, with the expectation that the position will be filled in Feb 2001.

·   The possibilities for arranging the postponed workshop in Ashgabad on the investment project cycle will be explored with UNDP.

WB: Mutual Aid Oil Spill Project  (The Caspian Regional Mutual Aid Programme 

for Oil Spill Prevention and Preparedness Project)

Activities undertaken during the reporting period:

· During their visits to the countries in September-October oil spill consultant Jim Hildrew and Rune Castberg discussed the project with the NFPs or their representatives, and contact persons responsible for gathering the needed information needed were identified in each of the countries. 

· The questionnaire prepared by DNV has been sent to the countries and the designated contact persons. The countries have been asked to provide the requested information within 6 weeks. (Mr Fuad Sultanov, DNV Baku, is the contractor’s contact person for the work on the questionnaire; tel/fax: 994-12-97 43 35/40; email: fuad.sultanov@dnv.com). 

Activities planned for the next two months:

· The questionnaires will be filled in and returned to DNV.

· The contractor, DNV, will also collect and analyze information on Mutual Aid arrangements used in other parts of the world.
WB: GEF Marine Habitat Project (formerly known as GEF Caspian Sturgeon Project)

Activities undertaken during the reporting period:

· Initial outline presented by Amy Evans at the Almaty Steering Committee Meeting in October. 

· On the basis of comments from the participants at the SCM and from within the Bank the Caspian team is now finalizing a second version of the project concept note. 

Activities planned for the next two months:

· The concept note will be sent in December 2000 to each NFP and the international partners for comment; endorsement and expression of an interest to participate in the project will be requested from each NFP and Caspian state GEF Coordinator.

· Submission of the request for PDF-B funding will be sent to the GEF in January 2001.
WB/PADECO: Ecotoxicology Project

During the past two months, the Ecotox Project has focused primarily on:


a)  Preparation and conduct of the Bony Fish sampling during the At-Sea-Training Program (ASTP):  Dr. Igor Mitrofonov, with local assistance, participated in the first two legs of the ASTP during October/November 2000.  Unfortunately, the Cruise sampled only Azerbaijan waters, as the vessel was unable to obtain permission to leave AZ waters.  The cruise obtained samples of various bony fish that were sent to Japan for analysis.  


b)  Providing support from ECOTOX in the ASTP:   The Ecotox Project has allocated $10,000 in support of ship costs and related expenses for the ASTP.  In addition, the Ecotox Project Manager assisted in the design and planning for the ASTP cruise.  


c)  Continuing the analysis of the seal samples taken during the seal die-off earlier in 2000:  The seal samples taken earlier in the year are being analyzed.  Preliminary results are in, and show high concentrations of both inorganics and organics in some of the seals.  The analyses will be completed by February 2001.  


d)  Finalizing contracts for local scientists in the Ecotox Project:  Unfortunately (see below), Iran and the Russian Federation have yet to provide information about expert nominations to the Research Teams.  Therefore, the contracts are being let without the participation of these two countries in all areas.  Hopefully, these nominations will come in the future, and attempts will be made to include them.


e)  Attending the Almaty CEP Steering Committee Meeting in October 2000.  At the request of the PCU, the Project Manager attended the Almaty Steering Committee Meeting, and gave an update on the status of the Ecotox Project, including work to date.  At this meeting, the two countries delinquent on their nominations of experts to Ecotox (see table below), promised to send the nominations by mid-November.  To date, these nominations have not been received.  The contracting of local experts is proceeding in their absence.  

	
	Seal
	Sturgeon
	Bony Fish

	Azerbaijan
	T. Heybatov
	R. Kasimov
	E. Rustamov

	I. R. Iran
	
	M. Pourkazemi
	

	Kazakhstan
	Suleymenov B. S.
	Kim Y. A.
	I. Mitrofanov

	Russian Federation
	
	
	

	Turkmenistan
	P. Yerokhin
	V. Anisimov
	F. Shakirova



f)  The preliminary telecommunications assessment for AZ and KZ was distributed at the last Steering Committee meeting.  We are still endeavoring to get the consultant to I.R. Iran, Russian Federation, and Turkmenistan.  The trip to Turkmenistan was delayed due to the death of the NFP there.  We are having trouble obtaining permission and agreement on the trip of the consultant to RF and IRI.  We will attempt to get their concurrence on this second trip of the Consultant at the TDA, NCAP, & SAP Meeting in December 2000, in Baku, AZ.  

For more information on Ecotox, please contact either David G. Aubrey (daubrey@whgrp.com) or Ali Ismailov (aismailov@caspian.in-baku.com).

Attachment 1 to the Ecotoxicological Progress report

CANINE DISTEMPER VIRUS IDENTIFIED AS CAUSE OF CASPIAN SEAL EPIZOOTIC

ECOTOX PRESS RELEASE, 14 SEPTEMBER 2000

Thousands of Caspian seals (Phoca caspica) have died in the Caspian Sea since April 2000.  An international team of scientists, working as part of the Caspian Environment Programme’s Ecotoxicology Project (ECOTOX), has now concluded that canine distemper virus (CDV) infection was the primary cause of the epizootic.  The results of these investigations have been subjected to peer-review and details will be published in a forthcoming issue of the scientific journal, Emerging Infectious Diseases.

Numerous possible contributors to seal mortality have been investigated in the past, including pollution from land-based sources, climatic effects such as absence of ice in the North Caspian Sea, parasitic worms, and other disease vectors.  In 1997, a single Caspian seal was determined to have canine distemper virus infection, but seal disease could not be attributed directly to this virus at that time.  The present study was designed to examine recent massive mortality in Caspian seals with these various causes in mind.

Scientists from the Institute of Zoology, Regents Park, London; the Seal Rehabilitation and Research Center, Pieterburen, The Netherlands; the Sea Mammal Research Unit, University of St. Andrews, Scotland; and the Tara Seal Research Centre, Portaferry Northern Ireland, visited areas of seal mortality in Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan during May and June 2000 to carry out post-mortem examinations and collect tissue and blood samples from dead seals.  They worked in collaboration with staff from the Geological Institute of the Azerbaijan Republic Academy of Sciences, Baku, Azerbaijan, the Laboratory of Virus Ecology, Institute of Microbiology and Virology, Almaty, Kazakhstan and Akademgorodok, Institute of Zoology, Almaty, Kazakhstan.  Blood and tissue samples, collected from dead seals found on the Caspian coasts of Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan, were then analysed in the Veterinary Sciences Division of the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, Belfast, Northern Ireland, the Institute of Animal Health, Pirbright, England and the Institute of Virology, Erasmus Medical Center, Rotterdam, The Netherlands.  Algal toxin analysis was performed at Dundee University, Scotland; bacteriology was performed at the Scottish Agricultural College Veterinary Laboratory, Inverness, Scotland;

Microscopic lesions, characteristic of canine distemper, were found in the seal tissues and infection with CDV was confirmed by serological and molecular methods.  These findings in seals from several geographically dispersed regions of the Caspian Sea provide strong evidence that CDV infection was the primary cause of the epizootic.  Other environmental factors may have contributed to the deaths, including pollution from land-based sources, warm winter temperatures which inhibited ice formation, and so on.  However, the CDV appears to be the primary factor causing the majority of deaths in the epizootic.

Canine distemper virus is a member of the morbillivirus group of viruses.  In 1987-1988 it caused high mortality in Baikal seals (Phoca siberica) in Lake Baikal in Siberia and is suspected of having caused a die-off of crabeater seals in Antarctica in 1955.  Other morbilliviruses have caused several major epizootics among aquatic mammal populations in various regions of the world in recent years.

Further studies are underway to determine the potential role of pollution in the recent epizootic, which is continuing in some areas of the Caspian Sea.  Our work has shown that one hypothesized cause for the deaths, harmful (toxic) algal blooms, definitely did not play a role in the recent deaths.
This investigation was supported by the World Bank through a donation by the Japanese Consultant Trust Fund, and by the Offshore Kazakhstan International Operating Company. Details of the results may be obtained from the Emerging Infectious Diseases website at www.cdc.gov/ncidod.

For further information, please contact:


Dr. Susan Wilson, Tara Seal Research Centre, 7 Millin Bay Road, Portaferry, Northern Ireland BT22 1QD. E-mail: suewilson@marinelife.demon.co.uk. FAX: +44 (0)28 42728600

Attachment 2 to the Ecotoxicological Progress report

Caspian Seal

An Update:  Fall 2000

Dr. Susan Wilson

Ecotox Seal Team Leader

The Caspian seal is the only marine mammal and the top predator in the Caspian. The species is related to the ringed seal amd the Baikal seal, but is unique to the Caspian. It is a relatively small seal, adult males reaching a maximum body length of only about 140cm. Each adult female normally gives birth to one pup during the late winter breeding season and nurses the pup for about 5 weeks, after which time the pup is independent. Seals mature at about eight years of age and may live to about 50 years. Pups are born with a loose white coat, which they shed at the time of weaning. Older pups (sivars) and young juveniles have grey backs and heads with a paler underside, whiile adult seals have irregular dark camouflage markings resembling rippling water. The seals are gregarious, apparently often feeding in groups and resting close together at their haul-out sites. The entire seal population appears to use the entire range of the Caspian at different times of the year. Most females pup on the ice in the northern Caspian, although there is also a relatively small breeding group on Ogurchinsky Island in the SE Caspian. Many of the seals move south after the breeding season and feed there in the deeper waters and move north again in the late Autumn. However, at least some seals appear to inhabit all parts of the Caspian in all seasons.  

The present status of the Caspian seal is uncertain. It is thought that there may have been about a million seals around the start of intensive commercial hunting in the 19th century Caspian seals have been intensively hunted since the 19th century. The annual kill averaged about 160,000 from 1933-1940. Restrictions on killing were introduced from the 1940s, although killing apparently continued to average about 50,000 - 60,000 per year until 1970, after which the annual kill on the northern ice was limited to 20,000 - 25,000 whitecoat and moulted pups. There has been very little monitoring of the hunt since the break-up of the Soviet Union but recent total quota figures were about 25,000 pups. The seal is now listed as ‘vulnerable’ on the IUCN Red List. The most recent population estimate, in the mid-1980s, was 360-400,000, but actual population size now may be guessed at considerably less that this.   

In recent decades other anthropogenic pressures on the seals have been added to commercial hunting. 

Pollution of the Caspian from industrial and agricultural sources is taken up first by plankton and small creatures in the bottom sediments, then by larger invertebrates and fish, and finally by sturgeon and seals. In particular, high levels of DDT compounds have been found in Caspian seal tissues since the 1970s. The levels of DDE (a breakdown product of DDT) in two seals found dead on the Apsheron Peninsula in Azerbaijan in June 1997 were amongst the highest ever recorded in a marine mammal. Even at quite moderate levels these compounds are known to result in both infertility and reduced immunity to disease. Infertility has been confirmed as a major problem by several studies in the past decade, with less than 30% of adult females becoming pregnant. Even pups born to females with moderately high pollution loads may die soon after birth. Reduced immunity may explain the frequent reports from all areas of the Caspian in recent years of sick and weakened animals. Seals may readily succumb to bacterial infections (such as streptococcus or salmonella) and heavy parasite infestations as well as possible viral diseases.   

It is known that many seals are accidentally killed in fihing nets in the caspian, although the numbers are not known. Depletion of fish stocks, such as kilkas, by commercial fisheries has not so far been shown to be a problem for Caspian seals, but this remains a possibility. Severe emaciation has been noted in both dead and live seals in the past few years. It is possible that emaciation may result from the inability of animals with sub-acute infection to feed, but shortage of fish remains a possibility. The comb-jelly Mnemiopsis caused the collapse of kilka stocks in the Black Sea when it invaded in the early nineties and rapidly consumed all the tiny animal plankton on which the fish feed. If this jelly should enter the Caspian and become established, starvation of many Caspian seals would undoubtedly result.  

It was in this pre-existing context of a stressed Caspian seal population that canine distemper virus was found by the CEP Ecotox team in 2000. The virus was first identified by members of the team in 1997, when several thousand seals died in Azerbaijan, although distemper was not confirmed to be the actual cause of the mortality at that time. However, distemper lesions were found in the tissues of a dead seal collected in 1998. The next large-scale mortality occurred in 2000, when more than 3,000 seals were found dead along the Kazakhstan coast during late April and May, 2000, while an unknown number of seals died about the same time along the Russian and Azerbaijan coasts. The Ecotox team came to Azerbaijan in early June and conducted detailed post-mortem examination and tissue sampling of eight freshly dead seals, while team associates collected four more carcasses from Kazakhstan. At gross post-mortem examination, each seal appeared to have a different pathological condition, with parasitic or bacterial infections. However, examination of the tissues and sera by three different techniques confirmed the distemper virus to be present in all cases, and to have been the primary cause of death in most of the cases. A molecular technique (known as PCR) revealed that the same strain of the virus was present in the seals from Kazakhstan and from Azerbaijan and that furthermore the strain was identical to that first identified in 1997.

The implications of the distemper finding could be serious for the future of the population because it appears that the virus has probably been infective in the population and causing death so far for at least three years, during which time two major mass mortalities have occurred as well as probably a high chronic level of mortality. It is therefore likely  that further virus-related sickness and mortality may occur. It is also possible that the frequent reports of sick and weakened animals and chronic levels of high mortality over the past 30 years could be, at least in part, distemper related, although preserved tisues from these animals would be needed to detect this. 

The role of pollution in a distemper outbreak is not clearcut, because distemper is a highly pathogenic virus, which will cause mortality even in the absence of pollution. Also, sub-acute infection by the virus results in reduced immunity and therefore associated bacterial infections and high parasitic infestation. However, it is possible that an apparent failure of the population to develop immunity to continuing disease might be related to high levels of DDT compounds or other similar chemical pollutants. The Ecotox team may be able to discuss this further when the contamination analysis on the dead seals has been completed.

The future for the Caspian seal therefore looks uncertain. It is essential that a new population survey be undertaken as soon as possible. Until it is known approximately how many seals remain and how many pups are being born and surviving to weaning each year, it is not possible to predict the combined impacts of the various threats to the seals. These include continued hunting and fishing-net mortality, continuing outbreaks of distemper or other disease, continuing pollution-related infertility, and possibly worsening depletion of fish stocks due to commercial fisheries and possibly an invading comb jelly. If seals that survive each distemper epidemic are not then able to reproduce in order to help replenish the population, and are themselves possibly prone to succumbing to future epidemics, a population decline would be likely to accelerate. If deliberate killing of pups should continue to be added to this scenario, the situation can only worsen, and a slide towards endangered status for this seal would be inevitable. The only uncertainty would be the timescale.   

