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Terms of Reference
Diet metabarcoding of European bison and co-occurring large herbivores
1 Purpose and scope
Identify plant taxa represented in the diets of European bison (Bison bonasus), red deer (Cervus elaphus) and roe deer (Capreolus capreolus) in the Țarcu Mountains using DNA metabarcoding of previously collected faecal material. The consultancy includes sample assessment, DNA extraction where required, plant-marker amplification, sequencing, bioinformatic processing and taxonomic assignment. The deliverable shall be a diet inventory report with linked data and methodological annexes.
2 Project framework and contribution
The consultancy forms part of LIFE with Bison (LIFE22-NAT-NL-LIFE with Bison; LIFE-2022-SAP-NAT; project 101114088). It implements diet analysis under WP3 “Increasing genetic diversity of the European bison population in the Țarcu mountains to secure its long-term viability”, specifically T3.6 “Carrying capacity study (sociological and ecological) to provide a scientifically robust basis for future management”. The plant diet inventories will inform forage-resource use, seasonal dietary composition and potential trophic overlap between bison and sympatric cervids, contributing to the ecological carrying-capacity assessment under O3.3. Dietary overlap alone shall not be interpreted as evidence of competition.
Results will contribute to D7.2 “Report on Bison ecology” under WP7 “Monitoring and evaluation of the project’s activities and impacts”. Integration with T7.2 “Monitoring the bison’s movement, habitat use and home range” and the vegetation inventory under T3.6 will support interpretation in relation to habitat use and locally available plant taxa.
3 Available material and analytical units
The indicative allocation comprises 107 European bison samples with DNA extraction already completed, 45 red deer samples requiring extraction, and 55 roe deer samples requiring extraction: 207 planned samples, including 100 requiring initial DNA extraction. All underlying faecal samples have already been collected and are refrigerated in small containers containing 96% ethanol. The consultant shall verify storage history, material availability and submission conditions; the storage medium and condition of the existing DNA extracts shall be recorded separately.
The full collection contains additional samples beyond this allocation, some originating from the same sampling occasion and location. Samples therefore may be grouped by herbivore species, sampling occasion and location. The consultant shall distinguish grouping of individually analysed results from physical pooling of material or DNA. Physical pooling requires prior agreement with WWF Romania.
4 Laboratory requirements
Audit sample identifiers, herbivore identification, dates, coordinates and grouping metadata. Assess the existing bison extracts using DNA quantification and plant-target amplification or inhibition tests. Document the original extraction procedure and available extraction controls. Missing historical extraction controls shall be disclosed; they cannot be recreated retrospectively.
Use a validated plant metabarcoding marker suitable for degraded dietary DNA or justify an equivalent approach. State primer sequences, target length, taxonomic coverage and expected resolution.
Use a curated plant reference database appropriate to the regional flora, cross-checked against the project vegetation inventory. Report reference coverage and gaps. 5 Single deliverable and acceptance requirements
Submit one diet inventory report in English, with integrated electronic annexes. The report shall provide the detected plant-taxon list for each herbivore species and each sample or approved pool, including.
An XLSX or CSV detection table linking analytical-unit and constituent-sample identifiers, herbivore species, collection event, location, plant taxon, taxonomic rank, sequence identifier, assignment confidence and quality flags. Include zero detections and failed units explicitly, with their status distinguished.
A sample-by-taxon matrix of filtered read counts and presence-absence, with relative read abundance supplied as a complementary descriptor. Summarise occurrence across valid analytical units and, where metadata permit, by collection period and location, stating denominators and pooling status. Identify graminoids, forbs, shrubs and trees where classification is supported.

5. Evaluation criteria (of technical and financial offers):
We are a non-profit organization. The financial criterion is an important one for us.
Very good knowledge and experience in the topic of genetic analysis and large herbivores.
Good command of written and spoken English
Tenderers must have the legal, technical and professional capacity to carry out the work subject to this call for tender.
They will present a description of the services provided and examples of written outputs to reflect it’s experience and English proficiency. 
Selection criteria: the service provider will be selected based on the best quality (depending on how it meets the requirements in terms of reference) / price ratio.

6. Deadlines
[bookmark: _Hlk181015715]Deadline for work plan submission: 01 November 2026
Start date: date of signing the contract

7.  Confidentiality and copyright
All proprietary or private information obtained by Consultant from WWF Romania and third parties, including LIFE with Bison project partners, will not be disclosed or used for any purpose other than the activities of these Terms of Reference.
The rights to the entire content, including the report, are reserved and will be treated in accordance with the rules and requirements of the LIFE with Bison project.

8.     Budget
The maximum budget available according to the project: for this service is 20.000 EUR (VAT and all taxes included).
Please send your offer (technical and financial) as well as any requests for clarification / details by  1st of November 2026, at 17:00 by email to agrancea@wwf.ro and gretez@wwf.ro , or by regular mail to WWF Romania Association, to the attention of: Adrian Grancea
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