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Network formation

Zoo Outreach Organisation (ZOO) was founded in 1985, which has been working for zoos and wildlife conservation with a focus on interactive management on in situ and ex situ population and Conservation Biology.  In 1991 ZOO organised an Indian regional network for the Conservation Breeding Specialist Group (CBSG) of SSC, IUCN.  On the same instant the Invertebrate Special Interest Group (ISIG) was also formed.  However, the ISIG became active only in the year 1995. 

ZOO works exclusively with “Non-charismatic mini-vertebrates and invertebrates” such as invertebrates, bats, rodents, amphibians and reptiles that are unpopular even with many biologists of the region.  In general, a great deal of effort is being laid for research pertaining to charismatic mega vertebrates like elephant and tiger and least interest is shown for lower forms particularly invertebrates by the scientific community.  Though the importance of invertebrates and other lower forms is well understood, not much is done so far as compared to mega vertebrates.  To motivate and to popularize invertebrates and its conservation, an effort was made to assess, catalyze and assist invertebrate conservation action in India.   
In 1995, with the help of the Zoological Survey of London a three-month project was initiated In India with the following objectives. 

· To document ongoing invertebrate conservation programmes in Indian universities, research institutes and zoos, by sending letters and questionnaires 

· To promote the concept of invertebrate conservation by dissemination of information on articles and references on invertebrate conservation

· To set up a network of persons interested conservation of invertebrates involving both in situ and ex situ
· To assess the need for and plan a workshop for Indian zoos involving field biologists which would demonstrate how to set up some simple exhibits and facilities for display and conservation of invertebrates and

· To find funding.  

The results of the short-term study in 1995 showed that there was no coordinated effort by any agent to popularize invertebrates and its conservation; research activities related to invertebrates in India were performed in isolation; none of the zoos in India had invertebrates in their collection or in their education programmes; however, more than 80% of the people consulted showed interest on invertebrates.  This study laid foundation for the formation of the invertebrate conservation network.  
The invertebrate conservation network initially focused mainly on Indian region.  In the year 2000 owing to the need for a realistic approach towards conservation for the region, the activities were expanded to the rest of the South Asian countries (Bangladesh, Bhutan, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka).  Now this network is popularly called as Invertebrate Conservation and Information Network of South Asia (ICINSA)
The objectives of ICINSA are: 

· To promote invertebrate conservation and to identify taxon specialists in south Asia

· To establish and maintain database of past, present and future planned invertebrate projects and for interaction with other conservation databases.

· To link all network members and make available the details of on going research projects in south Asia

· To encourage South Asian scientists to formulate respective National Action Plan for invertebrates and their conservation

· To encourage invertebrate scientists to become members of the Invertebrate Conservation Task Force of the SSC, IUCN as to have an active role in global conservation action planning for invertebrates. 

· To create and maintain close links with disciplinary specialist groups of IUCN SSC and to develop consulting expertise for all invertebrate groups for the region

· To encourage researchers to become members of special interest group and/or to take up projects under the special interest group activities or the Invertebrate Conservation Task Forces

· Encourage Zoos in South Asia to take up invertebrate conservation as a major focus and to include invertebrates in their collection 

How the network was built?
Questionnaires were sent to all invertebrate researchers in India at different times asking their details such as contact address, research interests, list of projects completed, ongoing projects, geographic area of study, publication details etc.  They were also asked to nominate names of researchers working in their field of interest.  The new members were contacted as and when found suitable.  A database is being maintained to update the information provided.
Who are involved in the network?
The network has about 380 members of which more than 40 are from the countries other than India.  ICINSA has members from Universities, research institutes, colleges, and also individuals such as researchers and naturalists.  The network has gained participation from about 150 institutes.  The activities of ICINSA are communicated to the members through a newsletter named Bugs R All.  All the members are encouraged to published their research findings in a monthly journal published by ZOO.  A directory of the members of ICINSA was prepared and a hard copy was sent to all the members free of cost.  

How the network activity has been utilized to build up taxonomic capacity?

The network has been utilized to identify taxonomists / specialists throughout south Asian region.  The network helped to convene special training programmes like taxonomy and field techniques, hands on training etc.  Dissemination of information related to invertebrate conservation was made effective through the network.  It was long felt that communication gap between taxonomists / specialists is a major hurdle in conservation initiatives.  To a great extent the network assisted the researchers to know each other by linking people and institutes and also helped to know the interests of fellow specialists with in the region.  Other uses are publication of handbooks, information collection etc. 

Future plan of ICINSA 

The future programmes of the network are:

· To expand the network to a large extent in the South Asian region

· To have collaboration with other regional and international agencies those have similar interests.  

· To motivate conservation research through training and capacity building

· To prepare checklists of invertebrates for this region

· To bring out books on research methodology suitable for this region 

· To bring out a taxonomy journal for the region

· Prioritizing species through rapid assessment using IUCN Red List Category (CAMP)

· To create web enabled directory.

· To Support forming global database

What are the major constraints to improvement?

· Invertebrates are given least importance.  Much importance is given to mega charismatic vertebrates and lower forms are neglected

· Lack of awareness among policy makers

· Want of standardized checklist for taxa of the region

· Want of taxon distribution details which is essential for conservation management

· Lack of coordination on research and priority setting

· Shortage of taxonomists - no replacement or delayed placement 

· Need of consistency in research methodology

· Lack of interest in taxonomy among students/teachers

· Want of ready reference / data related to taxa and easy access to it

· Fewer sponsors for projects related to lower life forms

· Prevailing communication gap within researchers

· Slow rate of 'switch-on' to modern tools and technology

· Huge amount of hard copy production and hike in postage is a problem for a region like SA

Strengths and weakness of the network:

Strengths: 

1. The network helps to identify specialists and bring them to light 

2. Assist in identifying genuinely interested people 

3. Assist greatly to plan and organize a project involving network members

4. In achieving certain goals within stipulated time.  

Weaknesses:

1. A network like ICINSA is broad group based, which is difficult to keep the interest of the specialists at all group levels

2. Many of the topics for research are focused on pest studies/economically important species since national/international level coordinated projects are available

3. Contribution to the network by the members for certain groups like amphibians, reptiles, or bats are more when compared to groups such as rodents and invertebrates since the attitude differs

4. Contribution of time and information from individuals vary according to their expectations of returns

In what way the network link/complement /overlap with others?

ICINSA has identified about 400 invertebrate specialists from six south Asian countries most of them from India.  This network is the first of its kind for this region.  

About 150 institutes are involved in the network activities.  ICINSA has developed links with IUCN regional offices and a chapter at Bangladesh has already been established in December 2001.  

The CBSG Invertebrate Working Group has identified this tool as a successful one and recommended this methodology to other countries.  

A similarity is observed between ICINSA and BioNET objectives 

How does the network collaborate / partner other initiatives?

ICINSA chapters in collaboration with IUCN regional offices, eg. Bangladesh

CBSG Invertebrate Specialist Group, SSC IUCN

South Asian Invertebrate Specialist Group

Links with IUCN SSC Specific groups 
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