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9th Meeting of the Mediterranean Wetlands Committee
DOC MWC9.7
The Observatory of Mediterranean wetlands

A tool for assessing the status and trends of Mediterranean wetlands 

Context
Understanding the status and trends of Mediterranean wetlands is at the heart of MedWet action from its beginning, as illustrated by the following stages: 

· Since 1993, the Scientific and Technical Team of the MedWet Initiative (formed by CEZH-ICN - Portugal, EKBY - Greece, Tour du Valat - France, SEHUMED - Spain, ARPAT – Italy and the MedWet Secretariat) work on and promote a standard and systematic methodology for wetland inventory, which includes an information system for data management. The MedWet inventory tools are currently being completed and expanded by the MW/STT (MedWet/CODDE project) in order to be better applicable for monitoring and assessment purposes. 
· In response to the mandate of the MedWet/Com 4 (Sesimbra, 2001), the MedWet Scientific & Technical Team is working towards a Pan-Mediterranean Wetland Inventory (PMWI). This is the first attempt to develop a Mediterranean-wide wetland inventory and database that will allow producing analyses of location and extent of wetlands, as well as preliminary assessments of their values and status.
· The theme of the technical session of MedWet/Com6 (Tipaza, 2004) was “The status of Mediterranean wetlands: current assessments and future priorities”. In this framework, the concept of a Mediterranean wetlands observatory was presented by Tour du Valat. In its conclusions, MedWet/Com “requested the Coordination Unit, in collaboration with the other MedWet Team members and the MedWet/Com members to develop activities [in the field of wetlands status assessment], for their implementation”.
· The MedWet/Com7 report (Kampala, 2005) highlights the need to base MedWet Strategic priorities on an analysis of the Mediterranean wetlands status, using inter alia the information from the Pan-Mediterranean Wetlands Inventory database, under development.

· During its 8th meeting (Frascati, 2007), further to a presentation on the possible role, activities and structure of a Mediterranean wetlands observatory, the Mediterranean Wetlands Committee tasked the Steering Group to prepare, with the support of the Scientific and Technical Team and the IOPs, a proposal for an Observatory of Mediterranean Wetlands, for consideration by MedWet/Com (See MedWet/Com8 report item 15).

The aim of this document is to present this proposal to MedWet/Com9.
Assessment of the status and trends of Mediterranean wetlands: The need for a consolidated approach

Wetlands are considered as the most productive and diverse ecosystem on Earth; they play a key role in the natural processes and have provided humankind with goods and services since the early times. Despite this, wetlands in the Mediterranean region are among the most threatened ecosystems and are subject to many pressures in the name of a wrongly understood “development”. For a long time, wetlands were considered as “wastelands”, and for that reason they were transformed, drained and desiccated. 

In the last 40 years, and in particular since the adoption of the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands in 1971, there is a growing awareness on the importance of these ecosystems. The MedWet Initiative was launched with the main goal to contribute to the conservation and wise use of Mediterranean wetlands. In 1997, MedWet became the first regional initiative under the umbrella of the Ramsar Convention. 

It is important to remind that the two key events at the origin of the Ramsar Convention and the MedWet Initiative have mobilized the international community thanks to the scientific evidence of the degradation of wetlands and their related habitat and species:
· In 1962, the MAR conference, held in the Camargue (France), led to the establishment, 9 years later, of the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance,

· In 1991, the conference held in Grado (Italy), led to the MedWet initiative.
Since then, a huge amount of data has been collected, new methods and tools have been developed, many projects have been undertaken… However, despite all these efforts, we are still unable to share a common image of the status of the Mediterranean wetlands (surface, location, uses, biodiversity value…) and to document their trends. Data exist for many countries, regions, individual sites or taxonomic groups, but they are often scattered, not easily accessible and under different formats.
The analysis of the wetland resources, their status, trends, and the dissemination of the results are fundamental for mobilising the decision-makers about the need to conserve, manage and use aquatic ecosystems in a sustainable way. This supposes to be able to agree on key synthetic indicators, to identify and collect the relevant data and analyse them, and finally to disseminate the results to key actors.
An integral part of MedWet strategic planning process
The report of the evaluation of the MedWet Initiative, endorsed by MedWet/Com8 states that “a crucial role for MedWet/Com is to develop and continually refresh a 25 Year Vision for Mediterranean wetlands as well as the Mission and Strategic Priorities of MedWet, to provide strong direction for the strategic planning of MedWet’s operational bodies.”  To this end “MedWet/Com should […] take responsibility for establishing a series of high level indicators of the status of Mediterranean wetlands.”
It recommends in particular, that “the MedWet Steering Group, with the support of the MedWet Scientific and Technical Team should propose a framework for Monitoring, Assessment and Evaluation (M&E) to MedWet/Com.”
At the time MedWet/Com is adopting a new Strategic Vision and a Work Plan for the coming triennium, it is crucial to consider the Observatory of Mediterranean Wetlands as an assessment and monitoring scheme aimed at:

· promoting a shared understanding of the main root causes of Mediterranean wetlands loss,

· identifying key challenges to be addressed in the coming decades, 
· setting clear, quantified and localised objectives for the MW Strategy and Work Plan,
· monitoring the impact of the actions undertaken. 

Objectives of the Observatory
General objectives:

1. To assess the conservation status of wetlands in the Mediterranean and to identify the trends, by using selected indicators and methods.

2. To raise awareness among policy and decision makers and to feed public policies towards wetlands conservation and sustainable use.

Specific objectives:

1. Knowledge: data collection, analysis and assessment
1.1. To identify, test and propose suitable indicators, methods and techniques for the assessment of the conservation status and trends of wetlands in the Mediterranean region.

1.2. To make regular assessments using existing data:

· Identify the location, extension and the physical, biodiversity and socio-economic characteristics of wetlands.

· Analyze the evolution of these parameters and to assess the trends.

· Identify wetlands that have recently disappeared but have a high potential for restoration, and to propose priorities for restoration.

· Assess the conservation status of the wetlands and define priorities for conservation, for restoration and sustainable use.

· Identify the gaps of knowledge in relation to wetland status and resources.

1.3. To identify and quantify the changes in surface area and in quality of Mediterranean wetlands based on selected indicators and using inventory, monitoring and assessment methods. 

1.4. To make hypothesis for the identification of the causes and mechanisms responsible for the ecological changes, and test them by gathering and analysing adequate data.

2. Transfer, awareness and policies
2.1. To publish regular reports on the status and trends on Mediterranean wetlands.

2.2. To transfer know-how and develop capacity building in wetland inventory, monitoring and assessment, through training programmes.

2.3. To increase awareness on the importance of wetlands, their conservation and sustainable use, among decision-makers and stakeholders/users, through the transfer of the results to them and in partnership with structures that can influence them.

2.4. To promote the development, adoption and implementation of wetland strategies and the integration of wetland conservation into sectoral policies.  


Expected results
The Observatory of Mediterranean Wetlands should produce the following main results:

1. Knowledge: data collection, analysis and assessment

· National wetland inventory programmes compatible with Mediterranean standards undertaken or launched in focal countries, including contribution to the Pan-Mediterranean Wetland Inventory (PMWI).

· Standard tools/methods proposed for monitoring and assessment Mediterranean wetlands, applicable at regional, national and local level. 

· Regular assessment reports of the conservation status and trends of wetlands and their resources at Mediterranean-wide scale (end 2008 & every 2-3 years).

2. Transfer, awareness and policies

· A programme for training and capacity building on inventory, monitoring and assessment.

· National Wetland Policies, Strategies and Action Plans undertaken or initiated in focal countries, and wetland conservation integrated into sectoral policies. 

· Tools for regularly communicating the results of the analysis and to propose actions to decision-makers.
· Increased awareness among decision-makers and stakeholders/users, which lead to improved status of Mediterranean wetlands.
Geographical scope
The geographical scope of the project is the Mediterranean region at large, and includes all the countries that are members of MedWet/Com.

The Observatory shall establish different working scales: Mediterranean, national and local. For each scale suitable indicators and assessment methods shall be applied. 
At the scale of the Mediterranean basin, it is important in a first phase to identify the relevant indicators concerning the obligations of Mediterranean countries that have ratified the main environmental treaties: Ramsar Convention, Convention on Biological Diversity, Barcelona Convention, Bern Convention, etc. In addition, other indicators about the state of the ecosystems and the pressures that they are subject to, should be defined and analysed in order to establish an accurate and dynamic image of the effects of public policies, allowing to take decisions in the light of this elements.

At national and sub-national level, the Observatory should work closely with the bodies responsible for wetland management to develop common standard tools for evaluating the implementation of their wetland policies, strategies and action plans. At the same time, the Observatory should assist national authorities in monitoring the fulfilment of their obligations in relation to international conventions.

Target audience
The priority user of the Observatory is MedWet/Com. However, beyond MedWet/Com members, potential clients and users can be extended to: 

· Government departments and agencies dealing with matters that affect wetland conservation and wise use (environment, water, agriculture, tourism, infrastructures, etc.), both at national and sub-national scale (e.g. Regions).

· Supra-national organisations (Barcelona convention, EU…)

· National and local stakeholders.

Links with MedWet bodies
MedWet/Com should guide the development and activity of the Observatory. It should also use its outcomes for promoting a shared understanding of the main root causes of Mediterranean wetlands loss, identifying key challenges to be addressed in the coming decades, setting objectives for the MedWet Strategy and Work Plan, and monitoring the impact of the actions undertaken. 

The Scientific and Technical Team (STT), entrusted to provide the core technical and scientific input to the MedWet Initiative, should be in charge of the design, the development and delivery of the Observatory. Within the STT, Tour du Valat should be the leader of this initiative and play a catalytic role. In addition, as the technical and scientific partnership needed to run the Observatory is much larger than the STT itself, it is anticipated to establish a consortium of the various organisations able and willing to contribute to the Observatory.
Ongoing actions related to the Observatory

· Development of the technical and scientific partnership: a consortium was established, but not formalised yet, with twelve partner organisations well experienced in wetlands assessment, indicators and monitoring programmes. The first technical workshop took place in March 2007 at the Tour du Valat.

· Synthesis of indicators and monitoring actions: one of the first steps on the technical side was the elaboration of a synthesis of all existing indicators and monitoring programmes, which should allow the most relevant indicators to be proposed for Mediterranean wetlands. This project is co-funded by the Fondation Total.

· Pan-Mediterranean Wetland Inventory: since 2006, the Tour du Valat has been working with partners all over the Mediterranean basin to compile the Pan-Mediterranean Wetland Inventory, within the frame of the MedWet/CODDE (Interreg IIIC) project. This action, developed in partnership with EKBY (Greek Biotopes/Wetland Center), the MedWet Secretariat, ARPAT (Agenzia Regionale par la Protezione Ambientale della Toscana), ICNB (Instituto da Conservaçao da Natureza e Biodiversidade – Portugal) and the Institute of Geography of the Universiy of Tartu, Estonia aims at creating an inventory of wetlands throughout the Mediterranean region by 2010, as mandated by the MedWet/Com at its fourth meeting. This project should allow a wider vision of the distribution and size of wetlands in the Mediterranean. This programme has been partly funded by the MEEDDAT (French ministry of Environment) in 2008.

· Living Planet Index: in 2008, the Tour du Valat launched the development of the Living Planet Index for Mediterranean wetlands and for the Camargue in particular, in partnership with the Institute of Zoology of London and the WWF International, with the financial support of the MEEDDAT. This Index will allow the status of Mediterranean wetlands and of the Camargue to be determined, relying on the trends of vertebrate species populations.

· Valuing ecosystem services: a pilot study has been launched in the Camargue on the valuing of wetlands services using the LEAC “Land and Ecosystem Accounts” method. The European Space Agency and the European Topic Center on Land Use and Spatial Information are Tour du Valat’s partners in this study which should allow the production of a report on “Mediterranean Wetlands Ecosystem Accounts” within the Potsdam initiative.

· Communication actions: a booklet and a related CD-Rom presenting the results of the Living Planet Index analyses will be produced with MEEDDAT funds and distributed at the Ramsar COP 10, which will take place during the French presidency of the European Union. A website on the Observatory is to be developed in the coming months with the support of the Fondation Total.
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