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We recognise that wetlands play a vital role in
social, economic and environmental well being.

We understand that the degradation of wetlands
by encroachment, disposal of solid and liquid waste
and overuse of resources has impacted the health
of people, nature and our diverse biodiversity.

We recognise and uphold that collective and
individual efforts shall bring a positive change
towards wetland conservation.

We pledge to take necessary action and join hands
with different stakeholders to protect and conserve
our wetlands.

We shall keep the wetlands free from solid and liquid
waste, create awareness and motivate others to join
this endeavour.

We are proud to be Wetland Mitras.

Our Wetlands, Our Heritage.

Here is the wetland pledge scripted by Ministry of Environment,
Forest and Climate Change, Government of India, which reminds
its citizens of their fundamental duties towards wetlands, and is
aimed at securing their participation and stewardship in
conservation and management efforts. So far, over 1,30,000
individuals have taken this pledge and the number continues to
grow. It might strike readers as odd, that wetland areas in India,
merit an oath or a pledge. But, there is good reason for this. Kund,
baoli, talaab, jheel, pukur, tanki, tso, spang, poyka, cheruvu, chhapri;
wetlands are known by hundreds of different names across India,
bearing testament to the diverse ecosystems that exist here.
Despite ancient wisdom and experience, wetlands not just in India
but also across the globe are under threat. If jungles and forests are
the earth’s ‘lungs’, then wetlands are its ‘kidneys’. And these
‘kidneys’ are under threat of irreversible renal failure! Wetlands
International South Asia (WISA), in its Annual Report of 2020-21,
has estimated that India has lost at least 30 per cent of its natural
wetlands over the last four decades. The report further indicated
an even more alarming status of urban wetlands: In Chennai, 9o
per cent of wetlands have disappeared; Hyderabad has lost 55 per
cent; Mumbai is down by 71 per cent, Ahmedabad has lost 57 per
cent of its wetland cover, while Bengaluru and Pune have lost 56
per cent, and 37 per cent respectively, and finally, the Delhi-NCR
has lost 38 per cent of its total wetlands.

Wetlands in India are facing a severe crisis of encroachment and
degradation all across the country. The main threats to our
wetlands are pollution, encroachment, eutrophication (the
excessive loading of nutrients into water bodies due to pollution
leading to the prolific growth of simple plant life like algae and
plankton), illegal mining, over-exploitation and unregulated
tourism etc.
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Clockwise: Mr. Pradip Burman, Chairman, Mobius Foundation delivering the innaugural speech. Mr. Praveen Garg, President, Mobius Foundation,
delivering the concluding note for the event. Dr. Suneesh Buxy, Member Secretary, Delhi Wetlands Authority delivering the keynote address. Ms. Jessica
Gill, Sr. Research Associate, welcoming the panellists and distinguished guests. Insightful audience interaction during the Q&A session. The Mobius
Foundation team. Esteemed quests at the event.



In an effort to draw attention to these issues and drive policy
action, earlier this year, on February 23", Mobius Foundation, a
New Delhi-based not-for-profit, organised a special event
“Wetlands for Wellbeing-Preserving India’s Wetlands”. Held in
the forecourt of the capital’s beautifully restored Travancore
House—a palace that once belonged to the erstwhile royal family
of Travancore in modern day Kerala—the event saw discussions
on the challenges and possible solutions to protect and conserve
wetlands in India. The event was attended by various stakeholders
from different walks of life—including members of civil society,
policymakers, bureaucrats conservationists and academics. Most
encouraging, a number of students—future custodians and eco
warriors—from different colleges in Delhi also attended the event.

Hosted by Mr. Pradip Burman, Chairman, Mobius Foundation, the
event started with his inaugural speech that emphasised the
importance of wetlands for human wellbeing as well as for fighting
climate change. Keynote speeches by Dr. Suneesh Buxy, Member
Secretary, Delhi Wetlands Authority and Mr. Ramveer Tanwar,
popularly known as the ‘Pond Man of India’, set the ball rolling;
this was followed by an engaging audio-visual presentation on
pond restoration in the Delhi-NCR area also by Mr. Tanwar. An
interactive panel discussion featuring Mr. Soumitra Dasgupta, IFS
(Retd), former Principal Chief Conservator of Forests and Head of
Forest Force, West Bengal; Dr. Ritesh Kumar, Director, Wetlands
International South Asia; Dr. Aditya Joshi, former PCCF, HOFF,
CWLW, Government of Manipur and Advisor, Think Tank,
Mobius Foundation; and Mr. Suresh Babu SV, Senior Director,
Ecological Footprints, WWF India. The session, ably moderated
by Ms Neha Sinha, Head of Policy and Communications, WWF
India, Conservation Biologist and Author, kept the conversation
freewheeling and interesting.

Esteemed panellists (L-R):Mr. Soumitra Dasqupta, Dr. Aditya Joshi,
Dr. Ritesh Kumar, Mr. Suresh Babu SV, Ms. Neha Sinha.

Mr. Burman and Mr. Garg felicitated the panellists and dignitaries
post-event.
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What are Wetlands?

Wetlands are broadly defined as “areas of marsh, fen, peat land or
water, whether natural or artificial, permanent or temporary, with
water that is static or flowing, fresh, brackish or salt, including
areas of marine water where the depth does not exceed six meters
at low tide”—as articulated by the Ramsar Convention.

Over 50 years ago, an international treaty called the Convention on
Wetlands, was adopted in the Iranian city of Ramsar on February
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Fig 1: Dr. S. A. Hejmadi representing the Government of India and signing
the treaty, at the Convention on Wetlands held at Ramsar, Iran in 1971.

2" 1971, and came into force in 1975. The Ramsar Convention
provides the framework for the conservation and the wise use of
wetlands and their resources through local and national actions
and international cooperation. The creation of the Ramsar List
which identified wetlands of international importance aims “to
develop and maintain an international network of wetlands that
are important for the conservation of global biological diversity
and for sustaining human life through the maintenance of their
ecosystem components, processes and benefits.” Since inception it
has been adopted by 172 countries from across the world’s
geographies. Each country joining the Convention must designate
at least one wetland as a Ramsar Site. To commemorate this
historic treaty, February 2™ is observed as World Wetlands Day,
celebrating the vital role wetlands play in safeguarding human
health and wellbeing.

Wetlands are critically important ecosystems that contribute to
world economies, biodiversity, climate mitigation and adaptation,
freshwater availability and more. Wetlands are disappearing three
times faster than our forests and are now, the earth’s most
threatened ecosystem. Nearly 9o per cent of the world’s wetlands
have been degraded since the 1700s. Human activities that lead to
loss of wetlands include drainage and infilling for agriculture and
construction, pollution, overfishing and overexploitation of
resources, proliferation of invasive species and climate change.
This in turn has threatened livelihoods and deepened poverty. The
key challenge lies in changing mindsets and encouraging
governments and communities to value and prioritise wetlands. It
is urgent that we raise national and global awareness about
wetlands in order to reverse their rapid loss and encourage actions
to conserve and restore them.



No. of sites per state:
Andhra Pradesh - 1 RAM SAR SI TES IN IN DIA
Assam - 1

Bihar -3

Goa -1

Gujarat - 4

Haryana - 2

Himachal Pradesh - 3
Jammu and Kashmir - 5
Karnataka -4
Kerala*; - '
adakh - 2
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Uttar Pradesh - 10
Uttarakhand - 1
West Bengal - 2

Source: ramsar.org
Map is not to scale
Sites have been marked roughly
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There are currently over 2,400 Ramsar Sites globally, that cover
more than 2.5 million square kilometres—an area larger than
Mexico. India, with its sheer scale of size makes it home to
extremes of climatic, geological and topographic diversity. As a
result, the country is blessed with a rich diversity of wetlands,
many of which are designated Ramsar Sites—as many as 85, the
highest number in South Asia. These range from high-altitude
lakes in the icy upper reaches of the Himalayas, marshes and
swamps in the Terai as the sub-Himalayan foothills are called, to
floodplains and ox-bows in the Gangetic-Brahmaputra alluvial
basin, salt flats in the inhospitable Thar Desert and Rann of Kutch,
the ponds and the reservoirs that dot the Deccan region, numerous
temple tanks and step-wells that abound through the length and
breadth of the country, and the extensive mangrove marshes and
coral reef areas that are interspersed along the country’s more than
8,000 km-long coastline. These ecosystems can vary from small
village ponds—that may be smaller than one acre in area—to vast
lagoons such as Chilika Lake in Odisha and the backwaters of Lake
Vembanad in Kerala that together cover an expanse of over 1000
square kilometres.

Wetlands have a deep connection with Indian culture. Chanakya
in Arthashastra has referred to wetlands as anupa, or incomparable.
Loktak Lake in Manipur is revered as Tma’ or Mother, by locals
whereas Khecheopalri Lake in Sikkim is popular as a ‘wish
fulfilling lake’. The Indian festival of Chhath, exuberantly
celebrated mostly in the northern state of Bihar, is one of the most
unique expressions of the association of people and wetlands.
Other examples are Dal Lake in Kashmir, Khajjiar Lake in
Himachal Pradesh, Naini Lake in Uttarakhand and Kodaikanal in
Tamil Nadu, which are all popular tourist destinations.

SNAPSHOT of WETLAND TYPES in INDIA

Source: Wetlands of India Portal

Lakes & Ponds

Mangroves

Riverine

High altitude

Coral Reefs

Lagoons




House boats—originally built as vacation homes for landless British administrators but functioning as tourist stays today—on Dal Lake in Jammu and Kashmir.
© Ronit Bhattacharjee
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Environmental and
Economic Importance
of Wetlands

Wetlands are frequently overlooked for developmental activities
and more often than not, are reduced to becoming dumping
grounds for urban or rural waste. If, however, the potential of
India's wetlands is correctly harnessed, they can prove to be
economic  powerhouses. These diverse ecosystems,
encompassing marshlands, swamps, bogs, and estuaries, are far
from passive landscapes; they function as unacknowledged
pillars of the national economy, contributing crores of rupees
annually through their invaluable services. Conserving these
“green goldmines” is not just an environmental imperative, but
also a critical step towards unlocking a sustainable future for
generations to come.

Broadly divided, wetlands offer three major services:
Environmental or ecological benefits, economic or societal
benefits, and cultural and traditional benefits. Ever so often, these
benefits can overlap one another. Simply put, the role of wetlands
in providing one set of services directly benefits another set; for
example, flood and groundwater regulation positively impacts
not just the environment, but government expenditure outlay as
well. Similarly, cultural services like eco and spiritual-tourism
help both human wellness as well as income generation.

Of all water-related ecosystems, wetlands act as the most

productive ecosystem that nurtures biodiversity and maintains
ecological balance; protects communities from extreme weather
events and provides livelihoods. Their ability to act as natural
filters in order to cleanse water, regulate floods, sequester carbon
and act as nature’s shoreline regulators, establishes these
ecosystems as essential contributors to environmental health.
From time immemorial, communities have depended on wetlands
for sustenance. Across geographies, wetlands have been to used in
avariety of ways—inundated farming, floodplain fishing, livestock
grazing and for the collection of flowers, leaves and reeds.

Ironically, for many of the same reasons, wetlands are prone to
major anthropogenic threats or negative externalities such as
pollution, encroachment, over-exploitation and environmentally
harmful tourism.

Interestingly though, in addition to these very obvious threats,
according to the Ramsar Strategic Plan 2009—2015, the scarcity of
information on the economic value of Wetland Ecosystem
Services (WESs) has proved to be a key driving force for the
continued deterioration and loss of wetlands; therefore, “to ensure
the wise use of wetlands, it is important to know the values as well
as the costs and benefits of wetland resources related to the
services that are provided.” Thus, going beyond merely their
ecological importance, wetlands function as a kind of ‘Natural
Capital’ that contributes substantially to local and national
economies through myriad ecosystem services. WESs need to be
used “wisely”, to make the flow of income more sustainable. In
order to determine the tangible value of WESs, and how such
values can fluctuate due to changes in the condition of this
‘Natural Capital’, systematic and scientific assessments need to be
regularly conducted.



WETILAND SERVICES

Most WESs are ‘non-marketed’ commodities by their very nature.
WESs are the various goods and services originating from water
bodies such as marshes, swamps, bogs, fens etc., which directly and
indirectly contribute to human well being. According to WWEF's
Living Planet Report of 2018, WESs were valued at a staggering
USD 47 trillion—This huge economic resource stems from the
invaluable role that wetlands play in water management, flood
control and biodiversity support.

N s
L]
Provisioning Regulating
Livelihood Flood regulation

Food and water
Irrigation water

Carbon sequestration
Groundwater regulation

Supporting Cultural
Soil formation Recreational
Nutrient cycling Spiritual
Biodiversity support Aesthetic

Provisioning Services:

With the population explosion across the planet, freshwater is a
resource that is shrinking at an alarming rate. Wetlands are a
principal source of renewable freshwater for both drinking and
irrigation, as they purify water by trapping pollutants and heavy
metals in their sediments and vegetation, filtering up to 90 per cent
of sediments in runoff. An illustrative example is the East Kolkata
Wetlands in West Bengal, where urban waste is treated and the
resulting water is utilised for fish-farming and agriculture, directly
supporting the livelihoods of over 50,000 people.

India's wetlands flourish with diverse life, serving as breeding
grounds for fish and crustaceans, while also providing vital havens
for countless bird species, reptiles and amphibians. Between 2011
and 2012, fisheries, both marine and inland, contributed
approximately USD 10.9 billion to India's GDP. In fact, the
majority of India’s fish production—accounting for 61 per cent of
the total—originates from inland water bodies. The Indian part of
the Sundarbans, the country's largest mangrove forest which lies
in the state of West Bengal, contributes over Rs. 1 crore annually, to
the national economy through fisheries, honey collection, prawn
and grain harvests.

Wetland flora such as reeds and bamboo provide raw materials for
handicrafts and construction purposes, generating income for
local riparian communities. In Assam for instance, the
Brahmaputra floodplain supports a thriving market for bamboo
products, highlighting the economic potential of seemingly
unproductive ecosystems. Odisha’s Chilika Lake saw an over-all
economic contribution of an estimated Rs. 200 crore per annum.

09




































































































































