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I. Executive summary
The current project addresses the most critical problems of peatland conservation and management in Belarus and aims at restoration of the largest natural fen mires in Europe, namely Zvanets and Sporovo Nature Reserves. With appropriate technologies and equipment provided by the project for cutting the woody biomass of wetlands its further use for heating purposes, the project is expected to contribute to favorable change in the ecosystem and to improved habitat for proliferation of endangered flora and fauna species in the fen mires.

No project outputs have been observed so far as soon as the actual project implementation activities have not started yet due to delay in the mandatory procedure of the project official registration by the Government.

Project activities during the reporting period were limited to further consultations with the main stakeholders regarding project implementation including actions on the proposed pilot sites, Zvanets and Sporovo, role of the stakeholders in the project implementation process and involvement of NGOs and respective natural reserves.

The Belarusian Ministry of Natural Resources and Environmental Protection (Ministry of Environment) and the National Academy of Science confirmed their interest in and full readiness to implement the project. During personal meetings the local authorities of the Bereza District (Sporovo pilot) and the Drogichin  District (Zvanets pilot) confirmed their commitments to provide support to implementing of the respective pilots. 

A Belarusian NGO “Ahova Ptushak Batskauschyny” (APB) expressed strong interest to take active part in the project actions including participation in work of the Project Board.

During the reporting period full support, including arranging field visits and meetings in Minsk and in Belarusian regions, to the monitoring visit within the project evaluation organized and conducted by the European Union. 
The project was registered by the Belarusian Government on 13 January 2014 and currently the project management team is being assembled.
II. Background

The project aims to address the most critical problems of peatland conservation and management in Belarus, seeking to demonstrate innovative approaches to ecosystem-based climate mitigation and adaptation at peatlands. 

The project presumes renovation of two pilot sites of Zvanets and Sporovo protected areas in Drogichin and Bereza district in Belarus. Being the largest natural fen mires in Europe (single massives of 15,000 and 18,000 ha),  Zvanets and Sporovo Nature Reserves are rapidly being encroached by woody vegetation which leads to change in the ecosystem and loss of habitat for endangered species, as well as more frequent fires.
With appropriate technologies and equipment, the project will cut shrubs, reeds, and trees at about 3,500 ha of the pilot reserves during the project life, producing about 2,500 tons of dry biomass. The wetland vegetation will be processed for subsequent production of heating briquettes and pellets and will contribute to replacement of the use of fossil fuels at boiler houses of local villages around the mire, whereas  part of the pellets may be sold to external companies. 

The Project team will  work with the local stakeholders to establish the systems for monitoring of the efficiency of biomass harvesting and for precise identification of the carbon dividends.

By replacing fossil fuel use with peatland biomass, it is expected that the project will result in avoided emissions of 15.6 tCO2-eq/ha/year. Retention (non-deterioration) of fen peatland carbon capacity will amount to 360 tC/ha. 
Further replication of the pilot successful experience of biomass harvesting and use in other peatlands will be ensured by implementing 3 workshops in different parts of the country, as well as developing  at least 3 more similar projects in other peatlands.

III. Progress Review

Summary of progress and results achieved during the reporting period:

There are currently no project outputs which can be observed so far as soon as the actual implementation of the project has not started yet, pending obligatory official governmental registration of the project. 

Therefore the focus of the progress review is primarily on the preparatory activities rather than on project results. 
PROGRESS TOWARDS PROJECT OUTPUTS

	OUTPUT 1:  Economic and environmental viability of harvesting biomass from peatland areas and

processing this biomass demonstrated



	Output Indicators
	Baseline 
	Target 
	Current status 

	1. Peatland territory cleared of shrubs, reeds, and trees within the project;

2. Amount of biomass harvested from peatlands within the project.
	1) 200 ha at Sporovo fen mire under grassy biomass cleared (implemented as part of an ICI project);

2) 0 tons of biomass harvested within

the project.


	1) 3,500 ha of fen mires at

Sporovo and Zvanets cleared of shrubs,

reeds, and trees; 

2) 2,500 tons

harvested.


	Confirmation obtained from the authorities of the Drogichin and Bereza administrative districts, where the project pilot sites of the Zvanets  and the Sporovo fen mires are located, respectively, that they are interested and ready to actively participate in the respective project activities
 The Spropovo and Zvanets fen mires were visited to verify the present condition of the pilot sites and confirm the actions to be implemented. 

Working meetings were held with the heads of the Sporovsky and Zvanets natural reserves to discuss the prospective activities. The heads of the reserves also confirmed their interest and readiness to actively take part on the project.

Working meetings were held with other key stakeholders, the Ministry of Environment of Belarus and National Academy of Science to discuss the project implementation issues, including stakeholder roles and involvement.  Both stakeholders also confirmed their interest and readiness to participate. 

	


	OUTPUT 2:  System for monitoring of the efficiency of biomass harvesting is in place



	Output Indicators
	Baseline 
	Target 
	Current status 

	A robust monitoring system is put in place based on the following indicators: ecological integrity of the

ecosystem (density of indicator species

populations, such as Aquatic Warbler,

Curlew, Great Snipe), carbon

dividends; volumes of biomass

harvested, areas of open peatlands freed

of shrubs and undergrowth; and groundwater table dynamics

.
	No monitoring exists


	A robust monitoring system is put in place;

Assistance in preparation of at least 3 more similar projects in other peatlands is provided by the project based on the pilot

successful experience


	A monitoring visit of the EU appointed monitor to Belarus was facilitated including field visits to the project pilot sites and arrangements of meetings with the key national stakeholders (staff of Drogichin District committee; both Reserves, the National Academy of Science, the pellet  making company and Ahova Ptushak Bakauschchyny (APB, or Birdlife International)).




IV. Project Risks and Issues
a. Updated project risks and actions

Project Risk 1:

Sophisticated and lengthy mandatory procedure of the official governmental registration of the project caused delay of the project start, reducing consequently the time available to the implementation of the project activities.  Tightened project implementation schedule can adversely affect the quality of the anticipated project outputs.

Actions taken:

Preliminary consultations and a working meeting with the Ministry of Economy, the government body responsible for the project registration, was held to speed up the process of project’s official approval. The project has been approved by the government on 30 December 2013 and was registered in the Ministry of Economy as of 13 January, 2014 

b. Updated project issues and actions

Project Issue 1:

Delivery of the project outputs and its sustainability depends significantly on the quality of equipment that will be purchased for harvesting and processing woody material from peatlands.  The tendering process for appropriate and good quality large equipment is likely to be lengthy and can result in prolonged project implementation period. 

Actions taken:

Discussion on the type of equipment needed for cutting woody vegetation was already held among project partners. Equipment specifications should be prepared by qualified specialists with close involvement of all the key stakeholders, including the Academy of Science and local natural reserves.
To ensure timely purchase of appropriate equipment an experienced and competent technical staff will be made available to initiate tendering for the project equipment and to implement procurement activities once the project starts.

I. Lessons Learned

All the international technical assistance projects implemented in Belarus are subject to the mandatory official approval and registration by the Government, which is lengthy and sophisticated and may take from several months to more than a year in certain cases. Taking into account the mandatory registration procedures, the project start date should  be indicated as the date of project official registration by the national government authorities, rather than the date of Project Document signature, or the date of signature of an agreement between UNDP and donor.
II. Conclusions and Way Forward

Considering that the actual implementation of the project has just started due to delay in   obligatory official registration of the project by the Government, no major project outputs can be observed so far. The present report was thus primarily focused on the project preparatory activities rather than on project results. 

The project was registered by the Government on 13 January 2013. The project team is now being assembled and will be completed by the end of February. After that the project will star its full implementation.
III. Financial Status

No disbursement were performed in the reporting period. See Annex I for the Financial Report.
IV. Annex

Annex I. Financial report for the period of 1 January – 31 December 2013

Annex I. Financial report for the period of 1 January – 31 December 2013
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� Disclaimer: Data contained in this financial report section is an extract of UNDP financial records. All financial provided above is provisional. 


Disclaimer: UNDP adopted IPSAS (International Public Sector Accounting Standards) on 1 January 2012, cumulative totals that include data prior to that date are presented for illustration only.  








