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Executive Summary

This paper presents an overview of the progress that has been made by the African-Eurasian Waterbird Monitoring Partnership since MOP7 in response to operative paragraph 5 of Resolution 6.3. The report describes the achievements made in the field of network and capacity development, the technical improvements and outputs from the International Waterbird Census (IWC). 

The partnership approach enabled the provision of technical and financial support to the development of waterbird monitoring schemes in a large number of AEWA Parties and non-Party Range States and maintenance of the network and regular data flow. However, funding for waterbird monitoring is still highly uncertain and insufficient, while the draft AEWA Strategic Plan 2019-2027 has increased the requirements concerning monitoring. 

Both the 8th edition of the AEWA Conservation Status Report (document AEWA/MOP 8.19) and the Monitoring Priorities for Waterbird Species and Populations of AEWA (document AEWA/MOP 8.27) show that an increase in the number of populations whose status is assessed based on adequate monitoring is hardly possible without the improvement of the monitoring of breeding bird populations in the African and Asian parts of the Agreement Area. Understanding the causes of population changes will require paying more attention to demographic monitoring and monitoring of pressures. 

The Waterbird Monitoring Partnership has established the Waterbird Fund as requested by Resolution 6.3 in 2016 but only one Contracting Party (Switzerland) has contributed to it so far and only a small number of other Contracting Parties (France, the Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the European Union) have supported waterbird monitoring activities in other countries or at the flyway level. While the increase in external support is needed to provide coordination and capacity building, more national governments should also take more responsibility and invest into the running costs of their national monitoring schemes even in low- and medium-income countries. 
Background

As described in document AEWA/MOP 5.42 Rev.1 (Strategic Development of the Waterbird Monitoring in the African-Eurasian Flyways), waterbird monitoring is an essential tool for the implementation of the Agreement in many respects, however, the capacity at site, national and international level is insufficient for adequate monitoring of waterbird populations in the Agreement area.Although the 8th edition of the AEWA Conservation Status Report (CSR8) recorded an increase in the number of population whose status can be assessed based on monitoring (from 40% to 54%), it is still below the target of 2/3 of the populations set by the AEWA Strategic Plan 2019–2027. 

Recognising that inadequate funding represents a major impediment to the future development of waterbird monitoring activities across the flyway, which are needed for mobilising and curating information needed for the compilation of the AEWA Conservation Status Reports, the Meeting of the Parties adopted Resolution 5.22 on establishing a long-term basic structural funding regime for the international waterbird census in the African-Eurasian region. 

Operative paragraph 1 of this resolution "Invites the Technical Committee to work with the Waterbird Monitoring Partnership to make progress towards the monitoring-related targets of the AEWA Strategic Plan 2009-2017 and to report to MOP6 and, if required, to propose this issue to be revisited at MOP6 with the aim to secure a long-term, sustainable solution for international waterbird monitoring". 

Operative paragraph 3 of Resolution 6.3 has invited the organisations participating in the Waterbird Monitoring Partnership to jointly establish a Fund to resource waterbird monitoring activities and urged Parties to regularly contribute to it and operative paragraph 5 invited the Waterbird Monitoring Partnership to report to each session of the MOP on the amount raised, the use of resources and remaining gaps as broader reporting on the development of waterbird monitoring. 

This report outlines the progress made since the 7th Session of the Meeting of the Parties to AEWA (MOP7) and assesses the long-term adequacy and sustainability of the current arrangements.   

Organisational development

The Strategic Working Group of the African-Eurasian Waterbird Monitoring Partnership, established in 2011, continued to meet annually and has slightly expanded its membership. The Strategic Working Group includes organisations with a long-term strategic interest in the development of waterbird monitoring at regional, sub-regional or flyway scale[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  https://europe.wetlands.org/our-network/waterbird-monitoring-partnership/ ] 


It is chaired by Dr Johan Mooij as representative of the Member Delegates of Wetlands International and includes the UNEP/AEWA Secretariat, BirdLife International, the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), the European Bird Census Council (EBCC), the Federation of Associations for Hunting and Conservation of the European Union (FACE), the French Biodiversity Agency (OFB), the Dutch Centre for Field Ornithology (Sovon), Tour du Valat Research Institute (TdV), EuroNatur, the Data Centre for the AEWA European Goose Management Platform based at Aarhus University, the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust (representing the WI/IUCN SSC Species Specialist Groups), Joint OSPAR/HELCOM/ICES Working Group on Seabirds (JWGBIRD) and Wetlands International. 

Regional meetings of the national International Waterbird Census (IWC) coordinators from Africa and the Western Palearctic elected their representatives for the Strategic Working Group in 2016 during the Pan-African Ornithological Congress in Senegal in 2016[footnoteRef:3] and the EBCC conference BirdNumbers 2019 in Portugal. [3:  The PAOC in November 2020 was postponed to 2022 because of the COVID-19 pandemic. ] 


The Waterbird Fund has been established as a separate bank account hosted and managed by Wetlands International in agreement with the Waterbird Monitoring Partnership in October 2016. A website[footnoteRef:4] was developed in 2017 with the financial support from the Swiss Ornithological Institute. [4:  https://waterbird.fund/] 

 
A regularly updated website[footnoteRef:5], quarterly newsletters and an active mailing list facilitate the exchange of information amongst the national coordinators and wider group of stakeholders including AEWA and Ramsar National Focal Points. [5:  https://europe.wetlands.org/our-approach/healthy-wetland-nature/african-eurasian-waterbird-census/ ] 


Major projects and initiatives that have contributed to strengthening the national waterbird monitoring schemes: 

1) The Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative, coordinated for the flyway monitoring by Sovon (in cooperation with Wetlands International and BirdLife International and conjunction with the Common Wadden Sea Secretariat) supported 17 coastal countries from Morocco to Angola

2) The Mediterranean Waterbirds Network Project, coordinated by Tour du Valat and by the French Biodiversity Agency (OFB), supported the five countries of North Africa and Turkey;

3) The Adriatic Flyway Initiative, led by EuroNatur, has supported Albania and countries of the former Yugoslavia;



4) Wetlands International has organised counts at Barr al Hikman, Oman, with the help of Shell in 2018, 2019 and 2020 and also in the Rufiji Delta, Tanzania in 2019;

5) A coordinated census of marine waterbirds in the Baltic Sea was undertaken in January 2020 and 2021, organised by Joint OSPAR/HELCOM/ICES Working Group on Seabirds and with the support of the region’s governments and HELCOM;

6) A three-year project, led by Wetlands International and supported by the MAVA Foundation, is being implemented in Mauritania, Senegal, The Gambia and Guinea-Bissau to strengthen the IWC in those countries;

7) The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the OFB, and the French Facility for Global Environment (FFEM), as well as other partners have launched the “Strengthening expertise in Sub-Saharan Africa on birds and their rational use for communities and their environment” (RESSOURCE, also co-funded by EU) to assess the sustainability of the livelihood use of waterbirds in the Senegal River Valley, the Inner Niger Delta, Lake Chad basin and parts of the Nile basin. 

As the result of such support, countries’ participation and willingness to report their observations has been maintained at the improved level achieved earlier (Figures 1 and 2). However, support to counts and national capacity building activities in low- and medium-income countries outside of these projects was not possible. The majority of the support was available to West Africa and the Mediterranean and no support could be provided to Eastern Europe, Southwest Asia and Southern and Eastern Africa. 

Flyway level coordination was supported by voluntary contributions from the Swiss Federal Office for the Environment (2018-2020), the Norwegian Environmental Protection Agency (2018-2019) and the EU LIFE+ NGO Operational Grant (2018-2021). At the time of writing, funding for the coordination position at Wetlands International was only secured from the EU LIFE+ NGO Operational Grant for 2021.

Ongoing data acquisition and curating was funded by Wetlands International, which ensured timely production of annual count total reports and was fundamental in maintaining the trust of the network of coordinators rebuilt during 2011-2014.  
Technical improvements

In 2020, development of a new trend analysis method based on R-INLA has been attempted with the support of the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (UK), but this method was shown to be unsuitable for analysing trends of IWC data. Therefore, the trend analysis methodology based on TRIM was still used for the CSR8. The results of the 2020 IWC trend analysis are now also available on the IWC Online portal[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  http://iwc.wetlands.org/index.php/aewatrends8 ] 


Support from EU NGO Operational Grant, from Switzerland and from the Netherlands has allowed the production of a paper on Monitoring Priorities for Waterbird Species and Populations of AEWA (document AEWA/MOP 8.27) that was first requested by Contracting Parties at MOP5. 
Impact

As a result of reorganising the scheme coordination, embracing the partnership approach and the technical improvements, it was possible to keep the time lag between the last year of the trend period used for trend analysis in the AEWA Conservation Status Report at “only” three years as opposed to the five-year gap in CSR5. The main limitation of further improvement is the ability of the larger schemes in Europe and South Africa to collect and process their data from their observers. Smaller schemes now can report within the same year as the counts. 

Annual IWC count totals have been produced every year since 2011 and are available on the IWC Online portal[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  http://iwc.wetlands.org ] 


Population size and trend estimates are produced for the AEWA Conservation Status Reports. In 2021, the 1% thresholds were also updated if they have changed by more than 20% since the last comprehensive update in 2012. The Waterbird Population Estimates (WPE) are now published in a searchable online database[footnoteRef:8]. The online database also allows for consultation with the expert networks. With the support of the Environment Agency of Abu Dhabi, a new WPE portal has been developed and launched in June 2021[footnoteRef:9].  [8:  http://wpe.wetlands.org ]  [9:  https://waterbird-population.vercel.app ] 


[bookmark: x]Since 2018, 23 new data requests were served, and 24 scientific articles or reports (see full list in Appendix) were published. These addressed a wide range of issues ranging from single species to global change. 

The status of 54% of the AEWA populations could be analysed based on monitoring data according to CSR8. Although this represents a 35% increase compared to CSR7 in 2018 and has increased by 116% compared to 2008, it is still well below the two-third target set in Target 1.4 of the AEWA Strategic Plan 2019–2018. This was not only the result of the improvement in the IWC, but also of the data mobilisation for the Art. 12 reporting under the EU Birds Directive and the European Red List of Birds projects. 

The IWC trend analyses produced for the Conservation Status Report, Annex 1 to the CSR and the paper on Monitoring Priorities for Waterbird Species and Populations of AEWA all clearly shows that further improvement of population size and trend estimates depend on: 

(1) Improving the regularity of waterbird counts in Africa (especially in the Sahel and East Africa) as well as in Central & South-west Asia;
(2) Promoting adequate breeding bird monitoring schemes and assessment processes in Africa and the Asian parts of the Agreement area. 

Funding and its sustainability

With the exception of the special counts and the support to counts in low-income countries, the financial targets set out in document AEWA/MOP 5.42 were largely met (Table 1). In total, € 1.204,000 was raised for various components in 2020, i.e. the last full year of the triennium representing an average annual budget across the last three years, which is positive. 

However, apart from the funding from Wetlands International to data management, most funding is project-based and short- or maximum medium-term without any guarantee of long-term sustainability with the exception of the Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative. Luckily, the support to the flyway level coordination has been rather stable and predictable over the last triennium thanks to the annual contributions of the European Commission, Switzerland and Norway. 

The bulk of the funding was dedicated to capacity building projects in the East Atlantic and the Black Sea-Mediterranean flyways.  

Long-term funding through the capacity-building projects is also insecure with the exception of the East Atlantic Flyway where the Dutch government is committed to continue the funding of the flyway monitoring through the Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative. Key donors, such as the MAVA Foundation, are closing down in the foreseeable future. These projects all contributed to raising capacity, but this capacity can rapidly erode when funding is no longer available and there are little signs that this support can be replaced fully by in-country support. This results in irregular and insufficient coverage of key sites, which leads to highly fluctuating and uncertain population size and trend estimates at flyway level. Unfortunately, there is still a disconnect between capacity building for monitoring and using the information generated by national monitoring activities in reporting on population status to AEWA.   

Both the experience with capacity building and the incomplete surveys conducted during the last years amongst Contracting Parties and IWC coordinating organisations indicate that the financial estimates in document AEWA/MOP 5.42 significantly underestimated the costs for the IWC not to mention the financial needs of additional monitoring schemes in low- and medium-income countries. 

The Waterbird Fund raised over 280,000 EUR by June 2021 since the establishment of the Fund in 2016. Over the last triennium since July 2018 the amount raised is 140,000 EUR.  




Figure 1. Latest year of data available in the IWC database as of May 2021. This map shows how up-to-date the IWC data is for international analyses. 
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Figure 2. Latest year any data was submitted to the IWC database as of May 2021. This map shows the recency of communicating IWC data to Wetlands International. The comparison of Figure 1 and 2 shows the lag between data collection and data submission. 
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Table 1. Financial overview compared to the estimates in document AEWA/MOP 5.42. 

	Component
	Total estimated
(all costs
 x1,000 EUR)
	Realised in 2020
(all costs
 x1,000 EUR)
	Comments

	Annually recurring activities
	
	
	

	Global coordination and data management
	100
	100
	Association of the Members of Wetlands International	


	Basic regional coordination
	65
	58
	Supported by the EU LIFE+ NGO Operational Grant, voluntary contributions of Switzerland and Norway. 


	IWC coordinators’ meeting (one meeting per region every three years, ideally three regions: Africa, Europe, Central & South-west Asia)
	30
	n/a
	Not applicable in 2020. However, the BirdNumbers 2019 Conference took place in 2019, which was possible with the support of the EU LIFE NGO Grant. The PAOC has been postponed to 2022. 


	Capacity development in countries with insufficient coverage of key sites
	min.   40
	c. 657
	Wadden Sea Flyway Initiative: € 210,000 in 2018-2020 (i.e € 70,000 annually) supported by the Dutch Ministry Agriculture, Nature and Food Security the German Wadden Sea National Parks of Lower Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein, Danish Ministry of Environment, Vogelbescherming Netherlands and the UK WeBS programme;
Mediterranean Waterbirds Network: € 182,000, supported by the French Ministry for the Ecological Transition, Tour du Valat, OFB (ex-ONCFS), French Agency of Developpement (AFD), Frech Fund for World Environnement (FFEM), Total Foundation;
Sahelian wetlands Waterbirds monitoring: in 2021, ca. € 300,000 supported by the four-year FFEM/FAO/EU RESSOURCE project (€ 1,200,000 for the total duration of the project) plus € ca. 50,000 funded by the French Ministry for the Ecological and Inclusive Transition as support for the Technical Support Unit (TSU)[footnoteRef:10] (€ 760,000 between 2013 and 2017) plus two engineers from OFB part time (ca. 70%, i.e. ca. €100,000 per year);
Additional contributions of € 201,050 from the MAVA Foundation for the Adriatic Flyway and over € 100,000 in West Africa.  [10:  The Technical Support Unit (TSU) to the African Initiative of AEWA was established in 2012 at the AEWA MOP5, with the support of the French Ministry of Ecology (MEDDE) and is made up of personnel from the French Hunting and Wildlife Office (ONCFS), Tour du Valat and Senegal's National Parks Directorate (DPN of Senegal).
] 

The government of Sharja has supported a regional training workshop for the Arabian Peninsula by € 5,000


	Small grants for general IWC counts in developing countries
	min.   80
	22 
	€ 22,000 for count at Barr al Hikman, Oman, supported by Wetlands International and Shell;


	Goose and swan counts
	min.   22
	103
	In addition to the goose monitoring implemented under the European Goose Mangement Platform (€ 96,000), WWT and Wetlands International European Association have supported an aerial survey of wintering swans in the Volga Delta by € 7,000

	Seaduck counts coordination
	min.   16
	0
	

	Total of annual costs
	min. 353
	940
	




	Component
	Total estimated
(all costs
 x1,000 EUR)
	Realised between 2019 and 2021
(all costs
 x1,000 EUR)
	

Comments

	Triennial costs
	
	
	

	Seaduck counts
	85
	0
	The estimated cost of the whole Baltic – North Sea census is estimated over € 1 million.  


	Tidal wetland counts in Africa and the Middle East
	70
	0
	WSFI contributed to this in West Africa and the counts organised by Wetlands International in Oman and Tanzania


	AEWA Conservation Status Report
	55
	100

	UNEP/AEWA Secretariat

	CSN Tool update
	50
	12
	Technical development of CSN 2.0 supported by the government of the UK 


	Waterbird Population Estimates
	min. 30
	147
	Development of the Waterbird Population Portal[footnoteRef:11] funded by the Environment Agency of Abu Dhabi.  [11:  https://waterbird-population.vercel.app/ ] 


	Policy relevant indicators
	n/a
	0
	

	Special analyses
	n/a
	15
	IWC trend analysis methodology review paid by the JNCC, UK. 

	Total periodic costs
	290
	254
	



Keys:
min.: 	indicates a minimum cost estimate, but projects with enhanced content may actually cost more.
n.a.:	indicates that the activity responds to needs to be defined bilaterally and it is not possible to estimate the costs here.
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