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Acronyms

COP
Meeting of the Conference of the Contracting Parties



MAB
Man and the Biosphere Programme, UNESCO

MedWet 
Mediterranean Wetlands Initiative, Convention on Wetlands

MedWet/Com
Mediterranean Wetlands Committee, Convention on Wetlands

Med-INA 
Mediterranean Institute for Nature and Anthropos

NGO
Non-governmental organisation

RIS
Ramsar Information Sheets for Sites of International Importance

SEHUMED
Sede para el estudio de los humedales mediterráneos, University of Valencia

Introduction: Ramsar and cultural values

In the preamble to the Convention on Wetlands
, signed in Ramsar, Iran in 1971, cultural values were mentioned as one of the important aspects of these significant sites. More specifically, the following statements were agreed by the Contracting Parties:

‘...RECOGNIZING the interdependence of Man and his environment...

...BEING CONVINCED that wetlands constitute a resource of great economic, cultural, scientific, and recreational value, the loss of which would be irreparable...’

However, until the late 1990s, while the scope of the Convention was broadening to include various other aspects of wetlands, little or no efforts were made to take into account cultural values in the work of the Convention. Perhaps a catalytic event for change was the Technical Session on the Cultural Values of Wetlands, held in the framework of MedWet/Com3
 in 2000. During that event a draft resolution on cultural values was proposed by SEHUMED and was favourably received.

Starting in 2001, at the initiative of the then Secretary General, Delmar Blasco, the Ramsar Bureau initiated serious work to introduce cultural values in the Convention, through background research, internal consultation, building of alliances with potential partners from many sectors, and preparing the necessary documents
. As a result, and with the approval of the Standing Committee, a draft resolution and a background information document were presented to the Ramsar COP8
. After lengthy and at times acrimonious discussions among interested states, chaired by Spain
, a consensus was reached with some difficulty, and Resolution VIII.19 was approved unanimously with the title ‘Guiding principles for taking into account the cultural values of wetlands for the effective management of sites’.

In the framework of this event, the Spanish Ministry of Environment with the MedWet Initiative and the Ramsar Convention presented the book Wetland Cultural Heritage, written by SEHUMED and Universidad Politécnica de Valencia, where a classification of the different elements of wetland cultural heritage was shown. The different categories were illustrated with wetland examples from many parts of the world.

During the period that followed, the new Secretary General, Peter Bridgewater, made the strategic choice of encouraging Contracting Parties to implement Resolution VIII.19 in their own territories, so that lessons could be learned from the field, and a methodology gradually developed from actual experience, in a bottom-up approach, with the results to be presented during Ramsar COP9
. This was also in harmony with article 17 of the Resolution
.

In the case of the Mediterranean, and in view of the work previously done, the Secretary General proposed a joint presentation on a regional level. The work described in this report is one step in this direction.

Rediscovering the cultural values and potential 

of Mediterranean wetlands

by Moustafa M. Fouda

In 1999, in a book published by MedWet
, Moustafa M. Fouda, of the Nature Conservation Sector of the Egyptian Environmental Agency, wrote the following –still very pertinent– text.
As is customary at such meetings, participants attending the Mediterranean Wetlands Committee in Valencia, Spain in January 1999 were invited to take part in an excursion to a local wetland. Such activities provide valuable learning experiences, not only of the problems facing wetlands in the different parts of the Mediterranean region and of the various solutions being put forward, but also of the cultural differences that exist and which have contributed to some of the problems facing wetlands. Whilst there are similarities in culture, for instance in music which is a form of language that brings people together, as well as in the landscapes and wildlife of wetlands, the many Mediterranean languages have themselves been a major cause of misunderstandings and conflicts that have hindered wetland conservation.

The Valencia excursion triggered within me a wider awareness of the cultural values of Mediterranean wetlands. The region’s communities have been in contact with each other throughout human history, exchanging views and experiences, and developing trade and other socio-economic aspects. The cultural values of the past, such as sharing, not abusing, natural resources, and cooperating rather than competing, enabled people to live in harmony with the environment and use wetland resources in a sustainable way.

Unfortunately, during the second half of this century, especially with the development of latter-day lifestyles, these cultural values have declined, and this has contributed to the destruction of the greater part of Mediterranean wetlands. The situation has been exacerbated by land-reclamation programmes, urbanization, and poorly planned tourism development on and around wetlands. This has happened largely as a result of the loss of understanding of the importance of wetlands to human life. There is thus an urgent need to reconsider and learn from the old traditions and cultures for the good of wetlands and the sustainable benefits they provide. 

Part of this ‘revisioning’ should take into account the strong potential that the region’s wetlands offer for sustainable tourism, particularly through the development of wildlife and bird sanctuaries. Birds have no understanding or need for geographical barriers and are symbols of freedom and peace. It is time that the peoples of the region bring together –as the MedWet Initiative has done so successfully– the different disciplines, of for example sociologists, anthropologists, environmentalists and economists, to preserve, restore and ensure the future wise use of Mediterranean wetlands. 

Implementing Resolution VIII.19 in the Mediterranean

The MedWet Culture Working Group

A working group on the cultural values of wetlands has been established within the MedWet Initiative in March 2004 (MW/CWG). Its mission is:

‘...to encourage the incorporation of cultural values in the management of wetlands in the Mediterranean Region, in accordance with the guidelines of Resolution VIII.19’
.

Thus the main objectives of the MedWet Culture Working Group are the following:

· Catalysing and assisting the implementation of Resolution VIII.19 around the Mediterranean Basin.

· Monitoring the results of such implementation actions and deriving conclusions on:

· further improvements of the Resolution;

· completion and specification of the list of guidelines included in the Resolution;

· sharing the experience gained with other regions.

· Co-ordinating and aligning its work with the parallel activities of the Ramsar Bureau on cultural values.

· Drafting of proposals for strengthening the scope and implementation of Resolution VIII.19 to be discussed with other similar regional initiatives, so that the results can be presented to the Ramsar COP9 (Uganda, November 2005).

At present the Working Group consists of representatives of:

· the MedWet Co-ordination Unit;

· SEHUMED;

· Med-INA;

· the Ramsar Secretariat.

It is chaired by Professor María José Viñals, and its secretariat is ensured by SEHUMED, with Maryland Morant being the responsible person.


The members of the MedWet Culture Working Group implement activities in the context of the MedWet programme as they are agreed by the WG. Besides, they also undertake other activities on their own initiative.  

A cultural expertise workshop, organised in March 2004 by SEHUMED in Valencia was one such activity. Many experts from different scientific realms took part in this event, in addition to the MW/CWG members. The main goals of the workshop were:

· to discuss and clarify ideas about cultural heritage concepts and types;
· to identify tools for putting in value and managing the cultural elements of wetlands.

The conclusions of the workshop have been very useful for the further development of tools, such as the ‘inventory and assessment of the cultural values of wetlands’.  


Finally, the MedWet/SUDOE project, funded by the EU INTERREG programme, carried out by Portugal and Spain during 2003/2004 has included, among other actions, the preparation of the data sheets for inventorying and assessing the cultural heritage of wetlands accompanied by an appropriate technique module. The first cultural database records are being elaborated at present.  

Work plan for 2004-2005 

During the second meeting of the MW/CWG, held in Athens on 30 July 2004, its work plan was discussed and agreed. Two main events were noted, for which preparation would be made; namely MedWet/Com6 (Tipaza, Algeria, December 2004) and Ramsar COP9 (Kampala, Uganda, November 2005).

For MedWet/Com6 these preparations include:

· A preliminary review of Mediterranean sites with particular cultural interest.

· Discussion of these (and additional) sites during a side event to be organised by the MW/CWG.

· Short report on progress made by the Working Group chair.

Respectively, for COP9:

· Analysis of the work planned or being carried out for the implementation of Resolution VIII.10 in the sites selected.

· Preparation of an exhibition and publication on the cultural values of Mediterranean wetlands with material from these sites.

· Organisation by MedWet of a side event with global scope for furthering the implementation of Resolution VIII.19, in which Contracting Parties will be invited to present their experience in this matter.

For Mediterranean sites, it was agreed that selection should be based on the following combined criteria:

· Existence of important cultural values related to water / wetlands.

· Initiation or planning of concrete measures to implement Resolution VIII.19.

· Proper conditions for collaboration (interest and willingness at both the local and the national level).

A first review of sites

A first, very broad questionnaire was sent by Med-INA to 24 sites, and 18 replies were received. The MedWet/Culture Working Group is deeply grateful to all those that have contributed to this task.

The purpose of this general questionnaire was to provide information for a first survey of wetland sites in the Mediterranean region that have significant cultural heritage and/or activities related to the incorporation of cultural values in wetland work. Most of these sites (but not all) are inscribed in the Ramsar List of Sites of International Importance, in which case considerable information exists already (in the RIS). Some of them would be selected as case studies for the joint approach to the cultural and natural heritage of the region, in accordance with Resolution VIII.19.

Further activities planned

During the side event organised in the framework of MedWet/Com6, interested members are asked to suggest additional sites and to discuss those proposed, so that a final list of case studies can be determined.

During the first two months of 2005, the selected sites will be asked to participate in a common action for further developing the guiding principles included in the Resolution VIII.19, in accordance with its article 17. Especially, they will be asked to contribute in specific aspects in which they have developed or are developing particular experience.  

The results will be presented to the Ninth Conference of the Contracting Parties of the Convention on Wetlands, to be held in Kampala, Uganda, in November 2005. This presentation will take form in a number of ways:

· In March 2005, Med-INA and SEHUMED will work together in Valencia and will prepare –on the basis of the case studies developed and analysed– a publication on the implementation of Resolution VIII.19. This booklet of about 50 pages will be published in English, French and Spanish by SEHUMED, with the financial support of the Spanish Ministry of Environment and Planning.

· In parallel, a poster exhibition with the same theme will be prepared, also with funding from the Spanish Ministry.

· Finally, the work on cultural values done in the Mediterranean will be presented at the side event on cultural values, to be organised by MedWet.

It is proposed that this side event, which will attempt to illustrate positive actions for the implementation of Resolution VIII.19, is sponsored by all the Contracting Parties members of MedWet/Com. The side event is intended to present a global view of the issue, with examples –besides the Mediterranean– from all other Ramsar regions. 

It is hoped that these activities and examples will motivate additional Contracting Parties to take active steps in incorporating cultural values in the management of their wetland resources and will also lead to a more systematic approach to the implementation of Resolution VIII.19 during the triennium 2005-2008.

� 	Consisting of the MedWet Co-ordination Unit (Athens), SEHUMED (Valencia) and Med-INA (Athens), with the participation of the Ramsar Secretariat (Gland, Switzerland).


� 	Known then as ‘Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially as Waterfowl Habitat’.


� 	Third Meeting of the Mediterranean Wetlands Committee, Djerba, Tunisia, 1-5 April 2000. 


� 	Work led by Thymio Papayannis, at that time Special Advisor to the Secretary General.


� 	Eighth Conference of the Contracting Parties to the Convention on Wetlands, held in Valencia, Spain in November 2002. COP8 had as its theme ‘Wetlands: water, life and culture’.


� 	Represented by Professor María José Viñals.


� 	To be held in Kampala, Uganda in November 2005.


� 	Which states: [The Conference of the Contracting parties] ‘Requests that the Ramsar Bureau seek inputs from Contracting Parties, experts and practitioners, and local communities and indigenous peoples from around the world to enhance the information paper on cultural aspects of wetlands (COP8 DOC. 15) and the detailed guidance prepared for consideration by this meeting of the Conference of the Parties, with a view tp publishing it as a background document, and to inform COP9 of the progress amde’.


� 	Papayannis, Th. and T. Salathé (1999), Mediterranean wetlands at the dawn of the 21st century, MedWet – Tour du Valat, Arles, France, p. 55.


� 	From the Terms of Reference of the Working Group, dated April 2004.
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