GISSAR BIODIVERSITY PROJECT 
The Project “Demonstrating New Approaches to Protected Areas and Biodiversity Management in the Gissar Mountains as a Model for Strengthening the National Tajikistan Protected Areas System", known as Gissar Biodiversity Project is being currently implemented by the UNDP Communities Programme. The project is financed by the Global Environmental Facility (GEF).
The project aims at supporting development of the system of three protected natural areas as a key part of Tajikistan’s overall development effort in accordance with international best practices.  It will do this by introducing modern approaches for protected areas management and through the training of relevant government agencies. An important aspect is the future involvement of local communities living in or around the protected areas and the combination of efforts to improve the sustainability of their livelihoods, with conservation of natural resources. 
The also works directly within three demonstration protected areas in the Gissar mountains in order to test and demonstrate in the field the new management approaches. These area are: Zapovednik Romit (equivalent to International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) Category I), Nature Historical Park Shirkent (equivalent to IUCN Category II), and Zakaznik Almosi (equivalent to IUCN Category IV) and the nearby communities in four districts Vahdat, Gissar, Tursunzoda and Shahrinav. It should be noted that the key government partners within the project are the Committee on Environmental Protection under the Government of the Republic of Tajikistan, Forestry and all target PAs agencies.
The Gissar Biodiversity Project fits under UNDP/Tajikistan Operational Programme 4 Mountain Ecosystems. The project also meets UN Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD) objectives. The Project reflects Tajikistan’s national priorities for conservation and development. Tajikistan’s National “Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper” (PRSP) – a government wide approach to reduce the levels of endemic poverty, supported by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the World Bank (WB) – has highlighted the Gissar Biodiversity Project as a priority action for the near term – this must classify as an almost unique example of early Government recognition of the environment / poverty linkage and bodes well for longer term mainstreaming of biodiversity conservation and sustainable natural resource use in Tajikistan. Inclusion of the Gissar Biodiversity Project in the PRSP is a call for both the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and natural resources in productive landscapes as well as inside PAs. 

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
The Gissar Biodiversity Project goal is to improve conservation of globally significant biodiversity in Tajikistan through demonstration of new mechanisms and approaches to undertake the effective management of Protected Areas and their natural resources. The project’s objective is to strengthen the management effectiveness and sustainability of the three selected Protected Areas located on the southern slopes of the Gissar Mountains, and thereby provides models and best practices replicable throughout the national PA system. To achieve the goal and objectives, the project is undertaking activities under the following three outcomes: 
- Outcome I -Strengthened environmental governance provides a more sustainable land-use context for the PA system; 
- Outcome II – New management practices are introduced and capacity built in target PAs; overall management effectiveness and sustainability of the PA system substantively improved
- Outcome III -Practical examples for stakeholders of how to achieve environmentally sustainable livelihoods around target PAs. 

OUTCOME I – STRENGTHENED ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE 
Outputs and activities under this outcome have been designed to reduce legal and policy barriers hampering effective PA management, sustainable use of resources, and enforcement of the regulatory framework. 

Output 1. Strengthened Legal and Policy Framework for PAs. Activities under this output focus specifically on tightening the existing protected areas legislation and regulations to improve the PAs’ ability to conserve biodiversity effectively and in a culturally appropriate and scientifically rigorous manner. The project builds the knowledge and capacity of relevant stakeholders, both users and regulators, on how to effectively translate legislation into practice. Particular activities under this output include: establishment of two government working groups: a) to amend the Law on Protected Areas, and b) to prepare a new draft of the Forest Code; c) public hearings of the proposed changes at the central level, in the regions and among employees of the Tajik National Park and the Forestry Agency. For example, the Project promoted the conduct one public hearing on both laws for all Project stakeholders and interested organizations, five meetings on Forest Code in the regions and one meeting on the Law on Protected Areas with the participation of the Agency employees from the regions. 

Output 2. Overall regulatory framework and enabling environment for sustainable resources use in and around PAs is strengthened and/or clarified : Activities to achieve this output focus on identifying the current gaps in the policy, legal and regulatory framework relevant to sustainable land and natural resource use, including: land tenure issues, grazing and forestry management / regulation, arable farming and water access regulation and control, enforcement mechanisms and compliance incentive measures, and institutional management arrangements. The project works with local stakeholders, including community organizations, conservation agencies and local government authorities in order to create response strategies for addressing identified gaps. This includes facilitating the integration of sustainable use, management and environmental principles into relevant laws, regulations, and policies. Activities include targeted workshops and follow up initiatives to introduce stakeholders to international and regional experiences and best practices with regard to the roles and responsibilities of the various natural resource stakeholders under the changed political and economic environment of Tajikistan.

OUTCOME II - NEW MANAGEMENT PRACTICES ARE INTRODUCED AND CAPACITY BUILT IN TARGET PAS; OVERALL MANAGEMENT EFFECTIVENESS AND SUSTAINABILITY OF THE PA SYSTEM SUBSTANTIVELY IMPROVED
Output 1. Improved Technical Knowledge and Management Capacity of PA Employees. Under this output the Project works to strengthen capacity of PA employees in two ways: (a) attract young specialist to work in the PA System; (b) train current PA employees in new conservation and PA management principles, methods and techniques through both in country and overseas training and study tours. Under this output the Project involved university students during indicator species survey in an attempt to attract their attention to the importance of Protected Areas and their biodiversity. Also, the Project together with its partner American Councils for International Education, selected and sent six individuals who work directly for or with the Project Protected Areas to the USA. These individuals benefited from knowledge on nature-based tourism business arrangements (PA concessions, establishment and operation of gift shops, bed and breakfast guesthouses, guiding and others) in small US communities located in or near various protected/recreation areas such as National Parks, National Monuments, National Forests, State Parks, Rest Areas.

Output 2. Strengthened Field Conservation Capacity of the PAs. Activities under this output focus mainly on supporting the PA agencies to effectively fulfill a key article of the new PA law i.e. to develop appropriate management plans for all protected areas. In order to do this the project will, firstly, support the development of a clear concept for the overall protected areas system as specified in the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan – this concept will state what is the overall function and purpose of the PA system, in the context of Tajikistan’s sustainable development, and the design and approaches for meeting this function.  Secondly, the project will support the development of standard formats and processes for developing management plans that combine international best practices with the technical, social and financial realities of Tajikistan. Thirdly, the project will support the development of 3 demonstration MP’s for 3 categories of PA’s in the Gissar mountains (namely Romit Strict State Reserve, Sherkent National Park, and Almasi nature reserve). 
In addition to this main task the project supports (amongst other things):  experience exchange via overseas study tours and involvement of US Wildlife Service volunteers; research and monitoring, the establishment of a GIS and use of the WB/WWF Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT); increase community awareness and participation;  the strengthen of PA equipment and infrastructure.  
The Project will play an active role in ensuring that lessons learned during implementation of initial PA management plans are incorporated into the finalized PA management plan formats and guidelines. Thus, by the end of the Project the management plans would represent truly valuable models for the wider Protected Areas system of Tajikistan. 
Output 3. Improved Financial Sustainability of the PAs. The Project has made initial steps towards creating a viable national legislative/institutional context for sustainable PA financing. Once the legislation is enacted, the Project will assist the state agencies to identify  in practice the financial needs of PA’s and how these needs can best be met from both state budgets and self financing mechanisms. Ideally, these can be tested in practice within the context of the 3 pilot Management Plans to be developed for Romit, Sherkent and Almasi PA’s. 
Output 4. Established Information Exchange Mechanism. In order to ensure the greatest possible impact of best practices and lessons learned by the project, an effort will be made to establish effective information exchange mechanism among the PAs and relevant government / donor institutions and to ensure dissemination of key findings. This will include preparation and dissemination newsletters and other printed materials on project activities and best practices, as well as preparation of “lessons learned” report at the end of the project, combined with  relevant workshops and study tours. The Project has already made first steps to insure implementation of Output 4 when it prepared and distributed the report on indicator species survey and held information sharing meetings on indicator species and the results of the study tour to the US.

Outcome III -Practical Examples to Achieve Environmentally Sustainable Livelihoods

Under this outcome, the Project plans to test and demonstrate approaches and methods to improve sustainability of livelihood practices in the productive landscapes both around and inside the target PAs. Particular attention is being paid to catalyzing alternative livelihoods and small business, improving energy security and energy efficiency, and facilitating local planning efforts to manage natural resources through demonstration of practical and viable examples. 
Within this context the project is facilitating the establishment of 4 Jamoat Resource centers (JRC’s) where the pilot PA’s are located (Jamoats of Tursunzoda, Gissar, Shahrinav and Vahdat districts), as well as a micro-lending institution. The JRC’s will provide a viable local instrument by which reach the local communities in order to test and demonstrate alternative sustainable livelihoods. 

Output 1. Introduced Pilot Environmentally Sustainable Income Generation Activities. The Project will focus its resources on working with targeted communities that impact Project PAs and assist them in testing refined or alternative livelihood activities that have potential for providing long term livelihood security. The Project will initiate activities that provide sustainable revenues and reduce pressures on natural resources in the areas around or within PA’s. Particular attention will be paid to the low-cost replicable activities. When identifying relevant alternative livelihood pilot activities, the Project will use UNDP’s knowledge and experience gained through multi-year presence in Tajikistan – creation of a Regional Micro-loan Foundation in target PAs. In addition the project will actively seek to replicate lessons learned from other development partners and encourage their  participation in delivering appropriate support t the local communities. The Project will consider whether certain pilot activities are technically feasible for particular locations, whether they generate sufficient benefits to encourage replication, whether participating households /communities are indeed interested in pursuing them (do they satisfy their perceived needs), and whether the people involved have the necessary capacity to complete the activities and maintain infrastructure/equipment after the Project is over. Capacity building of local community members and local authorities will include cross-visits that will help learn about experience of other communities and the development of institutional mechanisms to facilitate long term replication of successful pilot activities. The Project has completed the baseline survey, the results of which will be used to identify particular activities and implement them during the next three years of the Project.

Output 2. Demonstrated Alternative Options for Producing and Conserving Energy. The project will test and, if feasible, introduce technologies for more  efficient use of fuel wood and cow dung and explore potential of energy alternatives such as small scale biogas installations; and assess feasibility of  pico hydro-power schemes. The project will actively utilize lessons learned by other projects in Tajikistan and the region when pursuing these activities.
Output 3. Demonstrated Community based approaches to tourism development. The project will closely work with created JRCs, local authorities, tourist agencies and other relevant institutions in order to introduce community based tourism and mechanisms for achieving effective benefit sharing. Experience and lessons learned for neighboring Republics will be incorporated to activities.
Output 4. Dissemination of Lessons Learned. Activities under this output will focus on reviewing the various sustainable rural development initiatives piloted by the Project, and on disseminating the key lessons learned. The Project will also assist and facilitate a dialogue between communities, NGO’s, local authorities and development agencies in order to mobilize long term support for sustainable development initiatives instigated by the Project. 
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