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Terms of Reference

Vegetation assessment for European bison carrying capacity in the Țarcu Mountains
Habitat inventory mapping and scientific support for forest gap dynamics.

1. Purpose and scope
Characterise vegetation and habitats in the Țarcu Mountains to inform the ecological carrying capacity of European bison (Bison bonasus). Inventory and map habitats and plant assemblages, and support the design and interpretation of bison-impact monitoring, focusing on vegetation dynamics in forest gaps. Three deliverables comprise a vegetation inventory, habitat and vegetation mapping, and scientific support to the carrying-capacity study.

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), supporting population viability and coexistence in the Țarcu Mountains.
WP3 “Increasing genetic diversity of the European bison population in the Țarcu mountains to secure its long-term viability” T3.6 “Carrying capacity study (sociological and ecological) to provide a scientifically robust basis for future management”. The consultancy shall supply vegetation evidence and scientific guidance for the ecological component of T3.6 and O3.3, assessment of carrying capacity to guide restocking and coexistence. Habitat extent, composition, forage resources and regeneration dynamics will inform the interpretation of bison vegetation interactions and their implications for sustainable population management, alongside population, movement, diet and other environmental data.
WP7 “Monitoring and evaluation of the project’s activities and impacts” T7.2 “Monitoring the bison’s movement, habitat use and home range”. Habitat and vegetation maps will support spatial analyses of resource availability and habitat use and contribute to D7.2 “Report on Bison ecology”, including ecological impacts on vegetation. Sampling guidance will also support T3.5 “Developing improved monitoring protocols for the bison population, its ecological impacts and its interactions with people”.

3. Activities and deliverables
Deliverable 1 Vegetation inventory and Natura 2000 comparison
Conduct a stratified botanical and habitat survey within the agreed study area, covering the principal forest types, forest gaps and associated open vegetation. Review existing botanical records, habitat maps and forest-management information, schedule field visits to capture relevant vegetation phenology. This deliverable shall include:
A habitat inventory with diagnostic floristic and structural descriptions, dominant and characteristic taxa, and correspondence to Habitats Directive Annex I habitat codes where applicable. Identify priority habitats and distinguish non-Annex I vegetation units, transitional assemblages and habitat mosaics.
A taxonomically harmonised plant-species list linked to georeferenced survey records, habitat units and vegetation strata. Record identification confidence, occurrence, abundance or cover, and relevant conservation status, documenting survey effort and limitations.
A comparison with the latest official Natura 2000 Standard Data Form (SDF) for Munții Țarcu, identified in the project proposal as ROSCI0126. Specify the SDF version and source. Provide a concordance table of listed and observed habitats and plant taxa, newly documented occurrences and unconfirmed records. Treat the SDF as a conservation reference, rather than an exhaustive floristic inventory; distinguish non-detection from demonstrated absence.
Include representative vegetation relevés, survey metadata and field evidence supporting habitat assignments. Reconcile habitat terminology with the applicable interpretation manuals and Romanian classifications, documenting uncertain or unresolved assignments.
Deliverable 2 Habitat and vegetation mapping
Produce a field-validated map of the inventoried habitat and vegetation units, integrating botanical observations with suitable imagery, terrain data and available forestry GIS layers. Agree the mapping extent, reference date, spatial resolution and minimum mapping unit in the work plan, ensuring compatibility with bison-use analyses and detection of ecologically relevant forest gaps.
Deliver habitat polygons, forest-gap polygons and georeferenced botanical survey records, with consistent identifiers linking spatial features to Deliverable 1. Attribute habitat code, vegetation type, area, structural characteristics, observation date and classification confidence.
Characterise gap size, canopy openness, vegetation cover and successional stage. Record gap origin and age where evidence permits, distinguishing natural disturbance from forestry interventions and documenting uncertainty.
Quantify habitat extent and gap distribution within the study area; document classification accuracy, independent validation where feasible, spatial uncertainty and unsurveyed areas. Compare mapped habitat extent with SDF values only where geographic coverage and definitions are compatible.
Supply an editable GIS database in GeoPackage format, relevant raster layers in GeoTIFF format, map layouts, a data dictionary and processing metadata. Botanical occurrence layers shall distinguish surveyed observations from inferred habitat distribution. Document the workflow sufficiently for subsequent updating and integration with project monitoring.
Deliverable 3 Scientific support for forest gap vegetation dynamics
Assist the project team in designing vegetation data collection and interpreting bison impacts within the carrying-capacity study. Provide a literature-supported sampling protocol, field-method guidance and documented scientific contributions to analysis and interpretation. The support shall address:
Sampling design: permanent plots and repeat measurements stratified by forest type, gap characteristics, bison-use intensity, topography and management history. Recommend suitable reference plots and, where feasible, exclosures or other controls, specify replication, measurement frequency and seasonal timing.
Response variables: floristic composition, species and functional-group cover, vegetation height, forage biomass or productivity where measured, shrub expansion, tree recruitment and seedling or sapling survival, and browsing, debarking and trampling indicators. Define standardised measurement and quality-control procedures.
Ecological interpretation: gap formation and closure, succession, understory development, regeneration and seasonal resource dynamics; mechanisms through which bison use may modify these processes. Recommend analyses that account for spatial and temporal dependence and distinguish bison-associated patterns from other drivers.
Forestry context: review available forest-management plans, stand composition and age, silvicultural systems, harvest history, regeneration measures and operational disturbance. Consult forest managers to interpret gap origin, management trajectories and their interactions with herbivory, while accounting for natural disturbance and other herbivores.
Integrate vegetation findings with project information on bison abundance, space use and diet to assess resource distribution, seasonal constraints and regeneration responses relevant to ecological carrying capacity. Identify evidence-supported management implications, uncertainties and additional monitoring requirements. Deliver the protocol, field guidance and a synthesis of vegetation dynamics and forestry practices as the scientific-support component of the consultancy.
Reporting and acceptance
Submit one technical report covering the three deliverables and contributions to T3.6 and D7.2, with references, inventory, GIS database, field protocol and supporting datasets. Acceptance requires traceable observation-to-map links, documented mapping quality and reproducible sampling guidance. Report language: English and Romanian

4. Inputs and responsibilities
The consultant shall conduct the inventory and mapping and support project-led impact monitoring. WWF Romania and partners shall define the study boundary, provide available project, botanical, habitat, SDF, imagery, forestry and bison datasets, and facilitate field access and consultation with forest managers and protected-area authorities. The consultant shall specify additional data requirements and constraints at inception.

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 botanical inventory.
- 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 its 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. Deadline
[bookmark: _Hlk181015715]Deadline for work plan submission: 01 November 2026
Deadline for submission of First report:01 November 2027 
Deadline for submission of the Final report: 10 February 2028 
Contract duration: 1 year (February 2027 to February 2028)
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 15.000 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 either 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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