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       World Wetlands Day 2018 – ‘Wetlands for Sustainable Urban Futures’ 

 

Information Note 

 

1. Water is life, and wetlands are the life support systems that ensure functioning of water cycle.  

India is endowed by a rich diversity of wetlands ranging from high altitude wetlands of 

Himalayas, floodplains of mighty rivers as Ganges and Brahmaputra, lagoons and mangrove 

marshes on the coastline and reefs in the marine environments. As per National Wetland Atlas, 

nearly 4.6% of India’s geographical area is under wetlands. 

 

2. Wetlands are vital for our water and food security. As ‘kidneys of landscape’, wetlands receive 

flows of water and waste from upstream sources. They help stabilize water supplies, cleanse 

polluted waters, protect shorelines, and recharge groundwater aquifers. The extensive food chain 

and biological diversity in wetlands make them ‘biological supermarkets’. Wetlands are valuable 

sources, sink and transformers of a multitude of biological, chemical and genetic material. In 

addition, wetlands have special attributes as cultural heritage of humanity, and have deep 

connections with our beliefs and practices. They are indeed an important part of our natural 

wealth and “liquid assets”. 

 

3. The Convention on Wetlands, called the Ramsar Convention, is an intergovernmental treaty that 

provides the framework for national action and international cooperation for the conservation and 

wise use of wetlands and their resources. The Convention was adopted in 1971 at the Iranian City 

of Ramsar. Contracting Parties to the Convention commit to designating wetlands into the List of 

Wetlands of International Importance (as per 8 criteria set by the Convention), and wise use of all 

wetlands in their territory. As on date, the Convention has 169 Contracting Parties, who have 

designated 2,293 Ramsar Sites covering an area of 215 million hectare, making it one of the 

world’s largest protected area network. India became a party to the Convention in 1982, and as on 

date has designated 26 wetlands as Ramsar Sites under the 8 designation criterions of the 

Convention.   

 

4. The ‘wise use’ approach of Ramsar Convention is globally recognized as the central tenet of 

wetland management. Notably, the wise use approach was coined in 1972, much before the 

hallmark 1992 Rio Conference wherein the term sustainable development was rendered a 

definition. As endorsed by Contracting Parties of the Ramsar Convention, wise use of wetlands is 

“the maintenance of their ecological character, achieved through the implementation of ecosystem 

approaches, within the context of sustainable development”. The wise use approach recognizes 

that stemming wetland loss and degradation requires incorporation of linkages between people 

and wetlands, and thereby emphasizes that human use of these ecosystems on sustainable basis is 

compatible with conservation.  

 

5. 2 February of each year is celebrated as World Wetlands Day to mark the date of adoption of 

Ramsar Convention on Wetlands. The Convention is the only multilateral environmental 

agreement to date for conservation and wise use of wetlands. The World Wetland Day is being 

organized since 1995 to raise awareness on the values wetlands have for nature and society. Each 

year, the World Wetlands Day is attached to a specific theme. The 2018 theme ‘Wetlands for a 

sustainable urban future’ marks the role healthy wetlands make in making cities and towns 

livable, through their role in groundwater recharge, buffering floods, filtering wastewater, 
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enhancing landscape aesthetics, providing income generation opportunities and ultimately 

supporting well-being.  

 

6. India is on the course of rapid urbanization. In 1951, much of India effectively lived in its 0.56 

million villages. In 2011, the country has 3 cities with population of over 10 million and 53 cities 

with population of greater than 1 million. While over 833 million still live in 0.64 million 

villages, but 377 million inhabit about 8000 urban centers. Urbanization is an engine of growth, 

with the 53 Million-plus cities contributing 32% of Gross Domestic Product, with 13% of 

population and just 0.2% of land area.  

 

7. Experiences from management of urban wetlands as East Kolkata Wetlands, Bhoj Wetlands 

indicate that if well-managed, ecosystem services and biodiversity values derived from urban 

wetlands can improve environmental sustainability in urban spaces. The East Kolkata Wetlands 

are used to treat the entire city’s sewage, and through an age old practice of resource recovery, 

also used to produce over 15,000 MT of fish and 12,000 MT of vegetables annually. Several cities 

such as Bhopal and Kollam derive their principal water supply from wetlands namely Bhoj and 

Sasthamkotta respectively. Recreational values linked with wetlands can be a significant source of 

revenue as can be seen in backwater of Kerala. 

 

8. The urban population is unevenly distributed, being concentrated in few large cities, creating 

significant infrastructural, socio-spatial and ecological overloads, and particularly on wetland 

ecosystems. It is not surprising to note that the expansion of major urban centres, as Bengaluru, 

Delhi. Kolkata, Chennai, and Hyderabad have been associated with concomitant decline in 

wetlands. As wetlands decline in urban spaces, so does the capacity of landscape to provide for 

groundwater recharge, freshwater and buffer from floods. Amenity and aesthetic values are also 

lost. As more areas are concretized, the runoff increases significantly, further making the areas 

vulnerable. Studies on increasing urban flooding risks in Bangalore and Chennai have identified 

wetland encroachment as one of the main causative factors.  

 

9. The Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, as the nodal Ministry for wetlands 

conservation. For conservation and management of identified wetlands and lakes in the country, 

this Ministry is currently implementing a scheme namely, NPCA on cost sharing basis between 

Central Government and respective State Governments. The scheme provides assistance for 

components such as survey and assessment, catchment area treatment, protection and monitoring, 

restoration measures, desilting and dredging, water management, biodiversity conservation etc. 

for conservation and management of wetlands, whereas for restoration and conservation of lakes 

assistance is provided for activities such as providing sewerage system and sewage treatment 

plants, interception and diversion of sewage, desilting, catchment area treatment, storm water 

management etc. Financial assistance has been provided to State Governments for implementation 

of management plans for 146 wetlands. In 2017, the Ministry has also notified the Wetlands 

(Conservation and Management) Rules as the regulatory framework for wetlands in the country. 

Several states have also notified wetland authorities and acts and rules to address intense 

anthropogenic pressure on these ecosystems.  

 

10. Actions are required at multiple fronts to secure urban wetlands. Specific practical principles 

include: 
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a. Urban development should avoid wetland degradation and loss. Development of urban 

infrastructure should not lead to alternation of natural water inflow and outflow regimes. 

Wetlands should also not be used to discharge untreated sewage and solid waste.    

b. Urban wetlands should be appropriately delineated and boundaries notified to ensure that 

these ecosystems are not encroached and converted for alternate use. 

c. Wetlands should be restored as elements of urban infrastructure within City Development 

Plans. Management plans should be drawn up for major wetlands articulating pathways 

for securing their full range of ecosystem services and biodiversity values. Wise use of 

wetlands may be pursued as one of the strategies for reducing urban poverty.  Wherever 

wetland restoration initiatives are being undertaken, emphasis be made on maintaining 

natural habitat conditions, rather than concretization of boundaries.  

d. Wetland managers should clearly articulate the values of wetlands to urban planners to 

enable adoption of integrated planning approaches. Thematic planning may be adopted as 

a tool to safeguard wetlands within and beyond urban boundaries. In situations wherein 

wetlands stand directly impacted by urban infrastructure, alternate locations may be 

identified. 

e. Urban wetlands should be comprehensively monitored to assess changes in ecological, 

hydrological, and socioeconomic features, and appropriate management responses put in 

place for addressing adverse changes. 

f. Stakeholder participation in management of urban wetlands should be promoted. Urban 

Local Bodies, Resident Welfare Associations, nature clubs, self-help groups, civil society 

and other local organizations should be proactively associated with management of 

wetlands within their localities through sensitization workshops, engagement in 

monitoring, and design and implementation of management plans.  

 


