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Executive Summary
This report summarises the results of activity on the Ground-Truthing (GT) phase of the Project “Development of Caspian Sea Coastal Sites Inventory (CCSI) and identification of areas of special importance and/or sensitivity within an ecosystem approach and framework”. It is the second report of series: both CEP experts and UNOPS successively accepted the CCSI Inception Report in February 2006.
Data on landscapes, main features of coastline, biodiversity of plants and animals (with emphasis on species included into the IUCN Red Data List and National Red Books) as well as information on human impacts and environmental status of coasts in each littoral state are summarised basing on both paper method and fieldwork. At that, existing publications; own data of the CCSI team members and archived materials of research institutes, local universities and other scientific organisations were used during the office GT studies. These data were checked and specified in the course of field studies, which were carried out at least at five sensitive sites chosen in each littoral state. In general, traditional (routine) geographical, landscape, botanical and zoological methods were applied in the field phase of Ground-Truthing.
Ecosystems studied in the course of GT exercises include the following ones:

· Marine (gulfs, bays, estuaries and deltas)

· Freshwater (rivers and lakes)

· Wetland

· Forest (relic and coastal)

· Desert (sandy, clayey and brackish)

Objects selected for GT studies (and subsequent biodiversity monitoring) are as follows:

· Algae
· Wetland and coastal vascular plants
· Invertebrates
· Fishes

· Amphibians

· Reptiles

· Birds

· Mammals

Sensitive sites studied during GT in each littoral state are as follows.

Azerbaijan:
Samur-Yalama – forest (forest flora and fauna as priority groups) and freshwater ecosystems
Divichinskiy Estuary – wetland ecosystems (birds as priority group)

The Kura River Delta – freshwater ecosystems (flora, fishes, and birds as priority groups)

Gyzyl-Agachskiy Protected Area – marine ecosystems (Big and Small Gyzyl-Agachskiy Bays) and wetland ecosystems (flora, fishes, and birds as priority groups)

National Park Girkan - forest ecosystems (flora and fauna as priority groups)

I.R. Iran:
Miankaleh Wildlife Refuge and Gorgan Bay (flora and fauna as priority groups)

Fereydoonkenar Wildlife Refuge (flora and fauna as priority groups)

 Boojagh National Park (flora and fauna as priority groups)

Anzali Wetland: Selkeh, Siahkeshim, Sorkhangol (flora and fauna as priority groups)
Lavandevil Wildlife Refuge (flora and fauna as priority groups)

Kazakhstan:
Novinskiy Reserve - wetland ecosystems (birds and mammals as priority groups)

Ural River Delta - wetland ecosystems (flora, birds, and mammals as priority groups)

Komsomolets Bay - marine ecosystems (birds as priority group)

Aktau-Buzachi Reserve – desert ecosystems (birds and mammals as priority groups)

Karakiya-Karakol Reserve – freshwater ecosystems (birds and mammals as priority groups)

Russia:
Sub-aqueous part of the Volga River Delta - marine and wetland ecosystems (vascular plants, birds, and mammals as priority groups)
Area of former riverbeds and hillocks adjacent to the Volga River Delta - wetland ecosystems (birds and mammals as priority groups)

Small Zhemchuzhny Island - marine and wetland ecosystems (birds as priority group)

Kizlyarsky Bay - marine and wetland ecosystems (vascular plants, birds, and mammals as priority groups)

Samurskiy Forest - forest and wetland ecosystems (plants and birds as priority groups)

Turkmenistan:
Atrek River Delta and Gasankuli part of the State Nature Reserve Khazar
Ogurchinskiy Island (area of the State Nature Reserve Khazar)

South-Cheleken Bay

Turkmenbashinskiy, North-Cheleken, Balkhanskiy and Mikhailovskiy Bays (northern part of the State Nature Reserve Khazar)

Kiyanly Bay

Coastal ecosystems of five littoral states are characterized in their final descriptions by their coastal biotopes, human impacts on them and actual state of coastal ecosystems for today, flora and fauna biodiversity (including data on the species included in the Red Books of various rank). Information collected is illustrated by GIS-based maps checked by the satellite images of 2006 made by LANDSAT-7. Maps are prepared on a scale of 1 : 1 000 000 to 1 : 1 900 000 and printed out in a format А 3 (total of 37 maps is created).
It is shown that of the total number of coastal ecosystems singled out in similar studies (EUCC, 1998), various Caspian littoral states have the following percentage of coastal ecosystems (“protective engineering structures and dams”, which are absent in the classification applied are not taken into account):

· Azerbaijan: 65%;

· Iran: 55%;

· Kazakhstan: 45%;

· Russia: 40%;

· Turkmenistan: 70%.

In other words, coastal systems in Turkmenistan are the most diverse on the Caspian Sea (70% of total number of their types) while coastal systems in Russian Federation (40%) are the least diverse (40%). Other littoral states are characterized by intermediate diversity of the coastal zone biotope diversity.

Human impacts designated by the routine approach (HELCOM, 1998) and ranked according to the frequency of their occurrence in the entire Caspian Sea coastal zone (but not to the danger they present) are as follows (first two main impacts are listed in the decreasing order):

· Azerbaijan: temporary fishing and hunting and building activities for recreation purposes;

· Iran: forestry, temporary fishing and hunting, agriculture, eutrophication, and overfishing;

· Kazakhstan: oil production and transportation and mineral extraction;

· Russia: agriculture, eutrophication, water regulation, construction, dredging, and dumping (both temporary and permanent), building activities for recreation purposes, mineral extraction, oil production and transportation;

· Turkmenistan: temporary recreational activities, agriculture and mineral extraction.

For the entire Caspian Sea coastal zone the most frequent human impacts are (1) agriculture, (2) mineral extraction and temporary fishing and hunting, and (3) construction, dredging and dumping. Main human impacts in all places are often recorded in the river deltas, which are considered the mostly impacted coastal ecosystems. This is true not only for the Volga River area but for the river deltas in Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan too. Oil production and transportation is often named as the most dangerous potential threat for coastal ecosystems both for today and for future.
Biodiversity in the Caspian Sea region is exclusively high and its flora and fauna are unique. In general, 112 plant species and 240 species of animals inhabiting the Caspian Sea coastal zone are named by the CCSI as included into the IUCN Red List (2006) or National Red Books (1981, 1988, 1989, 1996 a, b, 1999, 2001, 2004). 1 species of fungi, 1 species of lichens, 1 species of mosses, and 109 species of vascular plants form biodiversity of rare and endangered plant species. Red Book animals are represented by 77 invertebrate species, 1 species of cyclostomes, 18 species of fishes, 7 species of amphibians, 26 species of reptiles, 79 species of birds, and 32 species of mammals. The share of vulnerable and endangered species, inhabiting various littoral states, as compared to the entire List of the Red Book species recorded in the Caspian Sea coastal zone, is as follows:
· Azerbaijan: 44% of plants and 33% of animals;

· Iran: 6% of plants and 13% of animals;

· Kazakhstan: 10% of plants and 32% of animals;

· Russia: 64% of plants and 65% of animals;

· Turkmenistan: 8% of plants and 15% of animals.

It is quite clear, that an extreme caution should be taken in the course of the collected data analysis, since the figures obtained characterize not only the real state of the art but also the degree to which flora and fauna in various littoral states is studied. However, it seems that such comparative valuation of the rare and endangered species biodiversity may be considered adequate as a first approximation. Besides that, it is the only one generalizing valuation made for today.
Evaluation of biodiversity dynamics is ambiguously determined. In various areas of the Caspian Sea region and for various groups of plants and animals it is assessed as stable, increasing or decreasing one. However, abundance of sturgeon fishes as well as abundance of rare and endangered species in the majority of cases is assessed as a decreasing one.

Concerning the degree to which the coastal ecosystems are under threat within the survey area (HELCOM, 1998) they are mainly assessed as “endangered” (within a range of “heavily endangered” to “presumably not endangered at present”). According to the “Index of the Biota State” (IBS) used for assessment (Pogrebov, Shilin, 2001), environment of some local coastal sites in Kazakhstan, Russia, and Turkmenistan corresponds to “poor” quality.
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