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Introducing the issue, the Secretary General of the Convention, Peter Bridgewater, emphasized that cultural diversity supports biological diversity, as well as that taking account of cultural information capturing experience in the field of wetland management, is essential in developing the best management of wetland resources. 
Thymio Papayannis, introducing work carried out by Med-INA (with the assistance of many experts from the MedWet network) on documenting actions for cultural values across 22 wetland sites in the Mediterranean, highlighted variety in cultural heritage including living traditions and emerging ones, the need for scientific research to improve our understanding in this field, the appeal of cultural elements as poles of attraction and as the basis for development of recreational activities, as well as the need for appropriate visitor management. Looking onto the future he emphasized the need to build bridges across sectors addressing the fields of nature and culture, to broaden wetland management to take into consideration cultural elements while recognizing cultural heritage as distinct from natural heritage and to further develop case studies, methods and tools for the study of cultural values of wetlands. A CD-ROM, containing the draft texts of the book by Med-INA on Action for Culture in Mediterranean Wetlands, due for publication in 2006, was distributed to participants to the Meeting. 
Opening the presentation on Aboriginal cultural values related to wetlands in Australia, native community representative, Phillip Eulo, highlighted the importance of the natural environment to the cultural identity and spiritual traditions of two native groups, the Budjiti and Baakandji people associated to the Paroo river area. He highlighted the process of transmission of cultural information through the passing of tradition from the Elders of the community down to younger generations and the innovative effort undertaken to document this information to protect and ensure wise use of the resources of the Paroo river. He described a set of themes around which cultural information was organised in the framework of this cultural mapping project as well as the process of bringing together stakeholders of the Paroo river area to carry out this collaborative task.  Lorna Mc Niven, representative of the Budjiti people, emphasized the importance of key sites, including a sacred tree and a lake as cultural landmarks and highlighted the significance that culturally important sites might have as sources food and material wellbeing of the Aboriginal communities. Rilley emphasized the need to protect the Paroo river as one of the few free flowing rivers remaining in that area, pointed out the pressures placed on the water resources by irrigated farming and stressed the role of collaboration among Aboriginal people, government and the Ramsar Convention in ensuring wise use of the Paroo river. 
Sansanee Choowaew emphasized the importance of wetlands and related cultural heritage in ensuring sustainable livelihoods and social wellbeing in Thailand. She outlined existing records of cultural values of wetlands of Thailand and identified six major categories of cultural values of wetlands. She drew attention to the concept of environmental ethics that is part of  the cultural traditions of Thailand and of the Buddhist tradition in particular and identified examples indicating how cultural approaches impact on the management of wetland resources, including through informal community based rules. She concluded by highlighting that wetland-related culture and culture-based wetland management practices are often shared among countries, that cultural tools are applicable and encouraged their use to promote the joint efforts and partnership in wetland management.

Monica Herzig emphasized the diversity of cultural traditions of Mexico and their relation to wetlands. She highlighted the Aztec and Olmec cultural traditions and their relation the Xochimilco and the Laguna de Terminos wetlands in particular. She presented an outline of the management entities built for those Ramsar sites, which are also protected areas, drawing attention to the participatory approach followed, involving local communities, including indigenous groups, in the design and implementation of management planning for the wetland.  The examples of local community participation in the harvesting of wetland resources including natural dye from shells in the Huatulco wetland, fish farming and breeding of a species of salamander for the development of medicinal substances in the Patzcuaro lake were presented. Addressing the issue of the type of tools necessary to document cultural values, she noted that a varied rather than a generic approach is more suitable given the wide variety of wetland types in Mexico. At present, it was noted that there is no systematic effort to document cultural values of wetlands in Mexico in order to incorporate them into wetland management and that this would be a large scale endeavor. 
Maria José Vinãls Blasco, presented an outline of progress in the incorporation of cultural values in wetland management in the Mediterranean, highlighting the Ramsar Resolution VIII.19 on Guiding principles for taking into account the cultural values of wetlands and the formation of the MedWet Culture Group to implement this guidance in the Mediterranean. She drew attention to work undertaken through projects related to inventorying cultural values and restoring the state of wetlands, raising public awareness on the cultural values of wetlands including through the MedWet SUDOE project and the INCOMED funded project and through the MedWet CEPA Strategy. She highlighted examples of living spiritual traditions linked to wetlands across the Mediterranean emphasizing their importance for the cultural identity of local communities. She emphasized the relevance of landscapes as elements of the cultural heritage of wetlands, recognized internationally among others through the UNESCO Melina Merkouri award for cultural landscape. She concluded by outlining examples of development of ecotourism centered around cultural resources of wetlands pointing out its role as income generating activity helping to support local livelihoods. 
Doug Taylor, closed the session by reporting back from an earlier side event on knowledge and information for wise use of wetlands.  He highlighted the main challenges, status and trends related to information for wetland management, including information linked to conservation and sustaining livelihoods to achieve wise use, assessing the status of and managing wetlands, information linked to species across landscapes, as well as issues relating to making use of the information. He outlined the following as priorities for developing countries identified through CoP9 national reports: a) wetland inventories b) identification of wetlands that need restoration c) restoring damaged wetlands d) monitoring of ecological character but also e) economic valuation for livelihoods assessments. Recommendations identified in that session are to ensure existing data is accessible, synchronised and at national level understandable, building decision makers’ capacity to use information, the need to particularly ensure cooperation with the agricultural and water resources sector, recognising the different information needs of developed and developing countries and delivering appropriate knowledge packages to them as well as,  ensuring an adequate ongoing budgetary support for the Ramsar Information Services.

Over 100 persons participated in this interesting event. 

