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The northern area of the Caspian sea, as the most valuable and unique fishery water body, is characterized by high biological productivity.  The biocenoses of the Caspian sea northern area, located “at the juncture” of natural zones and adapted to significant long-term changes-return conditions of the marine environment, are “ecotone”.
The key importance of this region for the maintenance of the population specificity of biological diversity and associated with it the bioresource values of the whole Caspian sea is widely recognized.
This necessitates the development and implementation of effective measures to prevent pollution of the area, especially since the marine environment pollution at oil extracting is possible, even when the latest technologies ensure the environmental safety of maritime operations. 
Peculiarities of the landscape/ecological arrangement and of the environmental regime, bio-  and energy resources value, and vulnerability to the human impacts in the northern Caspian sea area demand the special attention of the government agencies, business entities, science communities and the public, and place this region among the objects, regulated by the international environmental legislation.
The problems of the anthropogenic load reduction and, first of all, of the oil pollution risk in the region, require constant attention, as well as the development and adoption of effective preventive and preparedness measures:
1. Negative impact on the benthic environment at prospecting, exploring, developing and mining of hydrocarbon deposits, accompanied by the seabed disturbance, can be and should be minimized in the most vulnerable period of the benthic life cycle (April-June), when communities are replenished by juveniles settling on the bottom.  This period is the most sensitive for sturgeon and other fish species, which spawn at this time.
2. Operative localization and liquidation of possible oil spills are provided by high level of the special units preparedness for such incidents.  Such activity is in full compliance with the provisions of the Tehran Convention and its Aktau Protocol Concerning Regional Preparedness, Response and Co-operation in Combating Oil Pollution Incidents (2011).  
Since there are extensive shallow areas (with depths less than 3m), the corresponding supplement should be made to the standard Plans for the prevention and liquidation of emergency oil and oil products spills (OSRP) and their scientific substantiation, which includes appropriate and effective measures and means for the spill response, inter alia in case of ice cover. Such supplement should also take into account the peculiarity of the northern Caspian sea shallow areas. 
3. The development of special terms for the construction and operation of pipelines for both sea and coastal parts (including hydro-meteorological and geological features of such activity area) is necessary.
4. After depletion of deposits and demobilization of offshore oil and gas facilities (MOGF), it is not recommended to eliminate the MOGF supporting parts, including artificial islands, as the activity on dismantling, excavation and evacuation of artificial structures will certainly result in a larger negative impact on the seabed and its inhabitants, than the construction of such facilities.
Excavation of the material, of which the artificial islands are made, will cause a transition of tons of sediment into a suspended state and, hence, a significant darkening of the marine environment.  Then, it will cover a large space, burying benthic organisms.
The artificial islands create additional habitat for organisms that colonized slopes structures.  These organisms include algae and underwater vegetation, benthic forms attached to a solid substrate.  These communities attract fish, as well as birds and seals.  Elimination of artificial footings will lead to the destruction of the habitat they create. 
Conservation of the part of the underwater structures in the offshore fields location, constituting artificial reefs, excludes the corresponding bottom sections from the harvesting of biological resources, in fact, setting their “protected” status and thus making potential sites of high biodiversity.  For this purpose, it is necessary to settle legal aspects of their status and marking on nautical charts.
5. There is a need to create a coordinating mechanism for environmental monitoring of the Caspian sea, as, currently, it is carried out by various state and private organizations at the local, national and international levels. 
Also it is necessary to develop systems and methods of ecological monitoring of the environment, inter alia geodynamic and satellite monitoring, including that on the licensed areas in the northern Caspian sea areas, with the use of new methods and technologies (satellite observations, pilotless air vehicles, buoy and bottom stations, hydrodynamic models).
At choosing location places for stations of biomonitoring of oil and gas production impact on biodiversity in the northern Caspian sea areas, it is reasonable to create the stations in the areas with low biodiversity (sensitive to weak and medium effects), and in the areas with high biodiversity (for general observing the “background” biodiversity status, its natural variation and the effects of medium and strong impacts).
It is recommended, that the development of subsystem for the local monitoring of the offshore oil and gas fields impacts on biodiversity under the integrated research of ecosystems status and environmental monitoring in the northern Caspian sea areas should be performed on the basis of the appropriate expanded indicator-species list.  The most important species, in this regard, are the benthic “local” (non-migratory) species of fish, and, to the maximum extent, representatives of macro - and meiobenthos, as well as demersal and benthic microflora. 
At planning a time schedule of the biodiversity monitoring it is necessary to take into account the seasonal component of this variable for different trophic groups of marine organisms.
6. For the development of an effective ecological monitoring system in the region, the creation of a unified geographic information system (GIS) is required.  It will provide integration of various thematic information layers, which are formed by the energy and oil companies and environmental organizations, functioning in the GIS region and engaged in impact assessment activity and biodiversity conserving.
7. It is necessary to elaborate and sign an international research program on conservation of the biodiversity of the unique endangered fish species of the Caspian sea. 
To assess the sturgeon population and distribution, it is necessary to arrange a summer all-Caspian trawl-acoustic survey on the entire area of the sea.  The Beluga and stellate sturgeon population replenishment with the use of all the developed methods and fish exchange among the Caspian countries producers is also recommended.
At artificial breeding of sturgeon, all biological species groups should be reproduced.  It is necessary to evaluate the receiving capacity of the forage base of the Caspian sea in order to determine the extent of annual replenishment of the sturgeon fry populations.  It is essential to recommend to the Russian Federation constituent entities in the Caspian region the creation of a specialized compensation Fund for the conservation and restoration of inconnu (Stenodus leucichthys) populations.
8. Since currently, particularly valuable areas along the northern Caspian sea areas with a high level of biodiversity, have, as a rule, the status of protected areas, they may not be included in the licensed areas of oil and gas production and may not be covered by the stations of industrial ecological monitoring which is carried out by a subsoil user under the license agreement.
In this case, it is necessary to seek cooperation on the monitoring activities with stakeholders, involved in the biodiversity study in PAS and other valuable parts of aquatoria and coast (RAS institutions, institutes of the Russian Federal Agency for Fishery, the state natural reserves, etc.).  It is reasonable, that the protected areas with the “marine” status will obligatory carry out the marine monitoring of the biodiversity background level, and the corresponding subject will be included into the PAs program "Nature Chronicles" as a separate section.
9. Under the conditions of oil fields development, in order to conserve biodiversity and bioresource values of the northern Caspian sea area, it is necessary to update and to use the special environmental and fisheries regulations, which can contribute to achieving scietifically-based congery of ecological, economic and social interests of a citizen, society and state in order to ensure sustainable development and the favorable environment.

10.  The soonest legislation improvement is required to regulate oil production in the northern Caspian sea area (in so far as they relate to the assessment of impact on biota).  The compilation of ecological requirements of each company, operating in the northern Caspian sea area, into a system is necessary.
11. In order to ensure the environmental acceptability of offshore oil and gas production in the northern Caspian sea area, the elaboration of a state program, legislative and financial mechanisms is required.  Besides, preventive and sufficient compensatory measures through reducing similar contaminants from sources, indirectly associated with oil and gas production and operating activities of subsoil users on the shelf, primarily along the coast, including ports and basins of the rivers flowing into the Caspian sea, are necessary. 
A separate component of this program should envisage the artificial reproduction of juveniles, first of all, of the most valuable species of sturgeon.
12. In the project documentation the subsoil users should envisage the insurance sum on the basis of which the insurance fee and insurance payments are established.
In case of excess of the established standards of the environment quality norms at the offshore or coastal oil and gas fields developing, the corresponding funds, collected in the form of fines, should be transferred directly for the implementation of measures to achieve the required quality of the environment and/or to combat the consequences (impact “compensation”) of pollution.
13. To ensure biodiversity conservation in the context of oil fields development in the Caspian sea it is necessary to rely strictly upon the Tehran Convention provisions and its protocols, in particular, the Protocol for the Conservation of Biological Diversity (“Ashgabat Protocol”), adopted by the Caspian littoral states and opened for signature (May 2014, Ashgabat, Turkmenistan), as well as to use its tools to consolidate the relevant efforts of the stakeholders (National Caspian Action Plan, Caspian Environment Monitoring Program, etc.). 

In particular, the Tehran Convention can contribute to further promotion of the Russian initiatives on distribution of the “zero discharge” technology at drilling, as well as at implementing all complex of oil and gas operations in the northern Caspian sea area, especially valuable in relation to the environment and fisheries, as well as for the entire Caspian sea.

It is necessary to note the importance for the economic activity of the Russian constituent entities in the northern Caspian sea area the adoption and the expected signing by the Caspian countries of the Protocol on EIA in a Transboundary Context to the Tehran Convention, which is closely connected with the Ashgabat Protocol for the Conservation of Biological Diversity. The latter envisages the obligation to apply environmental impact assessment procedures as a tool to prevent and minimize adverse impacts on biological diversity in the marine environment of the Caspian sea.
14. There is a need to establish the unified expert approach to the ecological assessment of oil companies` activity in the northern Caspian Sea region.
15. A special role and contribution of the Russian Federation constituent entities, especially of the Astrakhan region, to the solution of ecological problems of the northern Caspian sea area in the context of oil production development should be noted.  Along with this, it is important to create additional legal mechanisms for the biodiversity conservation and to consider the inclusion of a complex of measures aimed at the status of biodiversity monitoring into the regional legislation. 
To coordinate efforts on the biodiversity conservation in the Astrakhan region after the signing and entry into force of the Protocol for the Conservation of Biological Diversity to the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Caspian Sea (“Tehran Convention”), it is reasonable to establish an “Interdepartmental working group on the biodiversity conservation in the Astrakhan region”.
The participants of the "round table" expressed gratitude to the organizers of the meeting - Minprirody of Russia through the National Contact Office for the Tehran Convention (ANO “CIP”) and OAO LUKOIL (LLC “LUKOIL-Nizhnevolzhskneft”).  Also, the close relationship of the event with the objectives of the UNDP-GEF project “Mainstreaming biodiversity conservation into Russia’s  energy sector policies and operations” was noted. 
The final report was prepared by ANO “Centre for International Projects” (ANO “CIP”) on the basis of proposals made by the following experts: Mr. Y. Bezrodny (LLC “LUKOIL-Engineering” – “VolgogradNIPImorneft” branch), Ms. N. Vandysheva (ANO “CIP”), Mr. I. Zhdanov (OAO “LUKOIL”), Mr. K. Litvinov (Astrakhan biosphere reserve), Mr. S. Monakhov (KaspMNITs), Mr. B. Morozov. (ANO “CIP”), Mr. A. Puzachenko (Institute of Geography, RAS), Ms. R. Khodorevskaia (CaspNIRKh), Ms. S. Sheinfeld (GEF/UNDP project).
