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1.

The attached draft Resolution and annexed guidance has been prepared by the Scientific
and Technical Review Panel’s Working Group 4 on Water Resource Management and the
STRP Chair as one of the Panel’s high priority tasks for the 2006-2008 triennium.

2.

Specifically this guidance responds to combined aspects of STRP’s tasks 81, 82 and 83 in
its 2006-2008 Work Plan, to: Develop in more detail an adaptation to the Ramsar context
of the “Critical Path” approach for river basin management [as adopted by COP9
Resolution IX.1 Annex Ci] and (as appropriate) coastal zone management and prepare
operational guidance, including for the application of CEPA techniques, skills and
objectives that support Critical Path planning and implementation. Prepare revised
Handbook and updated revised guidance on wetlands and RBM.

3.

To address this, the STRP’s Working Group has undertaken the following work:
i)
ii)
iii)

collation and analysis of a range of case studies relevant to the RBM/critical path
approach (to be published separately as a Ramsar Technical Report);
preparation of expanded RBM/critical path guidance, including operational guidance
based on case studies and CEPA guidance based on work with the STRP’s CEPA
thematic group; and
consolidation of Ramsar’s various guidance documents on river basin management,
to bring together Wise Use Handbook 7 (3rd edition) and the COP9 guidance in
Resolution IX1 Annex Ci, including additional guidance and information arising
from the analysis of the case studies.

4.

The guidance here provides this consolidation and elaboration of the Convention’s earlier
guidance on wetlands and river basin management.

5.

In preparing this consolidated guidance, the STRP’s Working Group has attempted to
remain consistent, as far as possible, with the spirit and intentions of the guidance
provided in the Annex to Resolution VII.18 and Resolution IX.1 Annex C(i), and to limit
any substantive changes in the content of those documents to the inclusion of new
material and information arising from the analysis of the river basin management case

DOC. SC37-24, page 2

studies (3.i. above) in the 2006-08 triennium, and from work with the STRP’s CEPA
Working Group in the 2006-08 triennium.
6.

Where there have been changes made to the original guidelines provided in the Annex to
Resolution VII.18 and Resolution IX.1 Annex C(i), these have been limited to the
following:
i)

Some text in the original guidelines has been updated to reflect new research,
knowledge and developments in other international processes such as the World
Water Forum and the Global Water Partnership.

ii)

The text in some guidelines has been modified slightly to clarify whether the
guideline in each case applies to national level overarching policy or to more
operational activities at river basin level. Where relevant, guidelines on certain
specific issues (such as institutional development) has been included for both
national and river basin levels, to reflect the need to consider these issues at both
levels concurrently, in order to promote implementation of integrated river basin
management approaches.

iii)

The text of some guidelines has been modified to make them slightly less
prescriptive regarding the use of certain techniques or approaches. This is
appropriate since experiences in the last ten years have indicated that it is essential to
promote flexibility in approaches used for river basin planning and management.

iv)

In Resolution VII.18, the term “river basin management authority” is used widely.
That term now has come to imply a quite specific legal status of the institution in
question. The term “river basin management agency” is somewhat less prescriptive
and allows Parties a fair degree of flexibility in how they design, establish, oversee
and operate the institution at river basin level. This term is used instead in the
consolidated guidance.

v)

The “critical path” diagram from Resolution IX.1 Annex C(i) has been modified
slightly to clarify the difference between the initial preparatory phase at national level
and the preparatory phase at river basin level. In both cases, the preparatory phase
addresses the provision of a supportive policy, legislation and institutional
environment, but the guidelines for national level planning and actions are slightly
different to those for river basin level. Experience has shown that the national
preparatory phase is a very important factor in promoting successful implementation
of integrated approaches at river basin level.

7.

This new Consolidated Guidance has been designed to supersede and entirely replace the
guidance contained in the Annex to Resolution VII.18 and in Annex C (i) to Resolution
IX.1.

8.

In addition to the guidance attached to this note, the STRP’s Working Group has prepared
a number of supporting “Information Boxes” explaining issues relevant to different
aspects of the guidelines. It is planned that these will be provided as additional information
to Parties at COP10 as a COP10 Information Paper, and that they will then be
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incorporated in the 4th edition of the Wise Use Handbook on wetlands and river basin
management.

Draft Resolution X.00
Wetlands and river basin management: consolidated scientific and
technical guidance
1.

AWARE of the suite of technical and scientific guidelines and other materials prepared by
the Scientific and Technical Review Panel (STRP) to support Contracting Parties in their
implementation of wetland conservation and wise use;

2.

NOTING that the 9th Meeting of the Conference of the Contracting Parties (COP9)
instructed the STRP to prepare further advice and guidance for consideration by
Contracting Parties at COP10, focusing on the immediate and high priority tasks set out in
Annex 1 to Resolution IX.2;

3.

THANKING the STRP for its work in preparing the advice and guidance annexed to this
Resolution, as well as for the supporting technical reviews and reports being made
available to Contracting Parties and others as COP Information Papers and Ramsar
Technical Reports; and

4.

ALSO THANKING the government of Sweden for its financial support to the Panel and
Working Groups for the preparation of this advice and guidance and the technical reports,
and EXPRESSING GREAT APPRECIATION to the many organizations and individuals
that have provided significant in-kind support to the work of the Panel, including through
supporting the time and work of its members and observers and through providing to the
Panel information and case studies related to river basin management;
THE CONFERENCE OF THE CONTRACTING PARTIES

5.

WELCOMES the “Consolidated Guidance for integrating wetland conservation and wise
use into river basin management” provided in the annex to this Resolution, and URGES
Contracting Parties to make good use of it as appropriate, adapting it as necessary to suit
national conditions and circumstances, within the frameworks of existing regional
initiatives and commitments, and in the context of sustainable development;

6.

CONFIRMS that the “Consolidated Guidance for integrating wetland conservation and
wise use into river basin management” in the annex to this Resolution updates and wholly
supersedes the earlier guidance on this matter adopted as the annex to Resolution VII.18
and as Annex Ci to Resolution IX.1;

7.

URGES Contracting Parties to draw this “Consolidated Guidance for integrating wetland
conservation and wise use into river basin management” to the attention of all relevant
stakeholders, including inter alia government ministries, departments and agencies, water
and basin management agencies, non-governmental organizations, and civil society, and
FURTHER URGES Contracting Parties to encourage these stakeholders to take these
guidelines into account, together with those of the Ramsar Toolkit of Wise Use
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Handbooks, in their decision-making and activities that relate to the delivery of the wise
use of wetlands through the maintenance of their ecological character;
8.

INSTRUCTS the Scientific and Technical Review Panel to include in its priority tasks for
the 2009-2011 triennium a review of the operative paragraphs of all adopted Resolutions
concerning water and wetlands interactions; to make recommendations concerning
consolidation, updating and retirement of aspects of these Resolutions in relation to recent
developments; and to prepare for COP11 consideration a new draft Resolution concerning
water and wetlands issues; and

9.

INSTRUCTS the Ramsar Secretariat to disseminate widely the “Consolidated Guidance
for integrating wetland conservation and wise use into river basin management” annexed
to this Resolution, including through amendment and updating of the Ramsar Wise Use
Handbooks.
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Annex
Consolidated Guidance for integrating wetland conservation and
wise use into river basin management
[Secretariat Editorial Notes: References to Ramsar Technical Reports in preparation will be updated
once these have been allocated a report number and publication date. References to Ramsar Wise Use
Handbooks currently refer to the published 3rd edition (2007), but these will be updated and replaced in
the final version of this guidance to be issued following COP10 with the relevant Handbook numbers for
the 4th edition.]
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1.

Guidance given by the Convention text and previous decisions of the
Conference of the Contracting Parties

1.

The critical linkage between wetlands, water and river basin management is emphasized in
the text of the Convention on Wetlands and in the decisions of the Contracting Parties at
the triennial conferences. Notably the second paragraph of the Preamble of the
Convention text states: “Considering the fundamental ecological functions of wetlands as
regulators of water regimes”, and the 6th meeting of the Conference of the Contracting
Parties (COP6, 1996) confirmed through Resolution VI.23 on Ramsar and Water that
Contracting Parties “RECOGNIZE the important hydrological functions of wetlands,
including groundwater recharge, water quality improvement and flood alleviation, and the
inextricable link between water resources and wetlands, and REALIZE the need for
planning at the river basin scale which involves integration of water resources management
and wetland conservation.”

2.

Resolution VI.23 further called upon Parties, in promoting the integration of water
resource management and wetland conservation, to undertake a range of actions (including
the establishment of hydrological monitoring networks on wetlands, studies of traditional
water management systems, and economic valuation methods) to involve National Ramsar
Committees and local stakeholders in river basin management, support multidisciplinary
training, and work in partnership with water-related organizations.

3.

Resolution VII.18 (1999) on Guidelines for integrating wetland conservation and wise use into river
basin management noted the increasing demands being placed upon freshwater resources in
many parts of the world, highlighted the importance placed on freshwater resources by the
United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development, and recognized that “wetlands,
because of their ecological and hydrological functions, are an intrinsic part of the overall
water resource system and should be managed as such”. Parties were urged to apply,
through integrated approaches, the guidance annexed to Resolution VII.18 within river
basins in their own territories as well as in those river basins shared with neighbouring
countries.

4.

Resolution IX.1 Annex C(i) (2005), Additional guidance and a framework for the analysis of case
studies, provided additional guidance on sequencing some of the actions set out in
Resolution VII.18 related to integration of wetlands into river basin management. During
the 2006-2008 triennium, further work was carried out by the Scientific and Technical
Review Panel (STRP) to collate and analyse case studies of integration of wetlands into
river basin management against the analytical framework presented in Resolution IX.1
Annex C (i). The “lessons learned” from the analysis of case studies have been drawn into
the consolidated guidance (this document) to provide additional detail and refinement of
some aspects of the existing guidance.

5.

The Framework for Ramsar’s Water-Related Guidance was adopted in 2005 as Annex C to
Resolution IX.1. In addition to providing an overview of the full suite of Ramsar’s waterrelated guidance, the Framework contains detailed discussion of the role of wetland
ecosystems and wetland management in Integrated Water Resources Management
(IWRM). The Framework also contains a set of principles for the development and
implementation of Ramsar’s water-related guidance, which apply, inter alia, to the guidance
related to river basin management.
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6.

Operational Objective 2.2 of the Strategic Plan 1997-2002 approved at COP6 urged
Parties “to integrate conservation and wise use of wetlands . . . into national, provincial
and local planning and decision making on land use, groundwater management,
catchment/river basin and coastal zone planning and all other environmental
management”. This was reiterated in Operational Objective 3.4 of the Strategic Plan 20032008. Operational Objective 12.1 of the 2003-2008 Strategic Plan also urged Parties to
apply the guidelines in Resolution VII.18 in international cooperation related to
management of shared wetlands.

7.

Following on from the findings of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA, 2005 –
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005). Ecosystems and Human Well-being: Wetlands and
Water Synthesis. World Resources Institute, Washington DC), it is recognized in the Draft
Strategic Plan for 2009-2014 that “increasing demands for water abstraction, and a lack of
appreciation of the role and value of wetlands in the global hydrological cycle, are key
contributing factors to the continued change, deterioration and loss of wetlands”. The
importance of wetlands as sources of freshwater is highlighted in both the MA Wetlands
Synthesis and the introduction to the Draft Strategic Plan 2009-2014, and the need for
ecosystem-based approaches to policy and decision-making is emphasised.

8.

[Strategy 1.5 of the Draft Strategic Plan 2009-2014 addresses the need to ensure that
policies and implementation of Integrated Water Resource Management, applying an
ecosystem-based approach, are included in the planning activities in all Contracting Parties
and in their decision-making processes, particularly concerning groundwater management,
catchment/river basin management, coastal and marine zone planning, and
adaptation/mitigation responses to climate change.] [Editiorial note: This paragraph will be
updated, as necessary, once the final version of the Strategic Plan 2009-2014 has been
approved and adopted by COP.]

9.

This Consolidated Guidance supersedes and entirely replaces the guidance contained in the
Annex to Resolution VII.18 and in Annex C (i) to Resolution IX.1.

2.

Introduction

2.1

The importance of wetlands for water and water-related ecosystem services

10.

Wetlands provide a wide range of ecosystem services that contribute to human well-being,
such as fish and fibre, water supply, maintenance of water quality, climate regulation, flood
regulation, coastal protection, and recreation and tourism opportunities (MEA, 2005).
Wetlands are also critical for the conservation of biological diversity. There is increasing
recognition of the value of these functions and other ecosystem services provided by
wetlands. In particular, wetlands are vitally important for providing the regulating and
supporting ecosystem services that underpin water resources management, but this
importance has not been adequately reflected in water resources planning and management
in the past.

11.

The degradation and loss of wetlands is more rapid than that of other ecosystems. Primary
direct drivers of degradation and loss of wetlands include “infrastructure development,
land conversion, water withdrawal, eutrophication and pollution, over-harvesting and overexploitation, and the introduction of invasive alien species” (MEA, 2005). Degradation and
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loss of wetlands, and rapid changes in the river basins of which these wetlands are integral
elements, has led to the disruption of natural hydrological cycles. In many cases this has
resulted in greater frequency and severity of flooding, drought and pollution. The
degradation and loss of wetlands and their biodiversity imposes major economic and social
losses and costs to the human populations of these river basins through the loss of
previously accessible wetland ecosystem services.
12.

Demands on water resources continue to increase, as do the levels of pollutants. Water
scarcity and limited or reduced access to water for domestic, agricultural and industrial uses
are “key factors limiting development in many countries” (MEA, 2005). Global climate
change is likely to exacerbate these problems. Water resource developments intended to
address such problems can negatively impact on other services provided by wetlands.
Proper consideration of the role and importance of wetlands in river basin management
can greatly assist in securing safe, reliable sources of water and meeting sustainable
development objectives such as the Millennium Development Goals. Hence the
integration of wetland conservation and wise use into river basin management, as
promoted by the Ramsar Convention, is essential to sustain the important ecosystem
services associated with both wetlands and river basins and the benefits they provide to
human populations.

13.

River basins or river catchments (the land area between the source and the mouth of a
river, including all of the lands that drain into the river) and coastal and marine systems
influenced by catchment discharges are important geographical units for considering the
management of wetlands and water resources. Wetlands play critical roles in river basin
management and, conversely, land and water-related human activities can have very
significant influences on the ecological character of wetlands.

2.2

Development of the Convention’s guidance on river basin management

14.

The Convention’s guidance for integrating wetlands into river basin management is
intended to help wetland managers to participate in and influence river basin planning and
management, in order to ensure that the values and needs of wetland ecosystems are
adequately integrated into river basin processes. While this guidance is intended primarily
for the Contracting Parties to the Ramsar Convention, it will be of use to anyone with an
interest in the ‘holistic’ approach to the management of wetlands. This approach,
recognizing that wetlands are integral parts of ecosystems, requires that managers and
planners focus at the river basin level in developing effective management strategies.

15.

The move towards the integration of wetlands and wetland water requirements into water
sector planning and activities has only been initiated formally in most countries since the
mid-1990s, concurrently with wider adoption and application of Integrated Water
Resources Management (IWRM) approaches, as advocated in, for example, the
Implementation Plan of the 2002 Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable
Development.1

16.

Yet awareness of the need for this integration has been growing for a long time in the
environment and wetlands communities (see, for example, the Dublin Principles2 and
Agenda 213). This awareness was reflected in Resolution VI.23 (Ramsar and Water) and was
taken up in several Operational Objectives in the Convention’s 1997-2002 Strategic Plan.
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In order to support implementation of Resolution VI.23 and the 1997-2002 Strategic Plan,
Contracting Parties then requested the preparation of scientific and technical guidance for
integrating wetlands into river basin management, resulting in the adoption of Resolution
VII.18 (Guidelines for integrating wetland conservation and wise use into river basin management).
17.

The Integrated Framework for the Convention’s water-related guidance (Res IX.1 Annex C, Vol. 6 in
the 3rd edition of the handbooks) provided an overview of the relationships between
wetlands, water resources management, and river basin management. The Framework
described in some detail:
•
•
•

the links between wetland ecosystems and water resources management, through the
hydrological cycle;
the importance of integrating the protection and wise use of wetlands into both river
basin and water resources planning and management; and
the role of the Ramsar Convention’s Contracting Parties in implementing IRBM and
IWRM approaches.

18.

The guidance in Resolution VII.18 described, in some detail, the different policy, planning,
and management activities that are needed at national and river basin levels in order to
support more effective integration of wetlands into river basin management.

19.

Subsequent review of recent experiences of wetland management and protection in the
context of river basin management has led to the growing recognition that there is a
certain degree of sequencing required between planning and management activities at river
basin level and at individual wetland or site level. A generic sequence based on an
approach called the “Critical Path” (Dickens et al, 20044) was described in the additional
guidance on integration of wetlands into river basin management, adopted as Resolution
IX.1 Annex C(i) in 2005.

20.

After COP9 in 2005, the STRP undertook a project to collate and analyse a range of case
studies related to integration of wetlands into river basin planning and management. The
results of this project are described in the Ramsar Technical Report [X]. Not all of the case
studies covered in that Ramsar Technical Report explicitly described examples of
application of the Convention’s river basin management guidance, since the guidance was
still relatively new. However, the case studies did provide valuable examples and learning
related to:
•
•

specific activities covered in the Convention’s river basin management guidance, and
typical obstacles to implementation that can arise if the sequence of activities is not
adequately addressed.

21.

The Convention’s pieces of existing guidance related to river basin management
(Resolution VII.18 and Resolution IX.1 Annex C (i)) were included together in Volume 7
of the Wise Use Handbooks, 3rd edition). These two previous guidances have now been
fully integrated and supplemented with additional information and guidance derived from
the case studies in order to form this Consolidated Guidance.

2.3

Understanding integration in the context of Ramsar, wetlands, and river basin
management
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Wetlands and Integrated River Basin Management
22.

Wetlands are the primary resources from which water and all its benefits for humans are
derived, and they are a major and critical component of the hydrological cycle which keeps
us supplied with water. The protection and wise use of wetlands, and recognition of their
role and value, are essential aspects of water resources planning and management.

23.

Recent development and application of Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)
and Integrated River Basin Management (IRBM) approaches, while initially being led by
water sector policy in order to ensure the protection and sustainable development of water
resources, has offered a significant opportunity for the wetlands sector to engage with the
water sector and land use sectors at river basin level.

24.

Definitions of IWRM and IRBM are many and varied, and all reflect the principal
philosophy of co-coordinated decision-making across multiple land and water use sectors
on multiple, connected scales. Some sectors use descriptions of IWRM that reflect a
narrower perspective, i.e., with a primary focus on managing the actual water component
of water resources within a catchment or basin, while still recognizing the need to consider
land use influences on the quantity, quality and reliability of water supplies. The concept of
IRBM offers a somewhat broader perspective, i.e., considering the need to protect and
manage the ecosystem services provided by both land and water resources within a river
basin, and also recognizing the interdependence of these land-based and water-related
ecosystem services as they are linked through the hydrological cycle.

25.

For the purposes of the Ramsar Convention, the broader perspective offered by the term
IRBM is more relevant, since this term includes both land and water aspects and allows
management to address the role that wetland ecosystems play as the connecting links
between land and water systems in a river basin.

26.

It is important to note here that the term “river basin” encompasses the surface and
subsurface water resources, soil and land resources, wetlands and associated ecosystems,
including those coastal and nearshore systems that are hydrologically or ecologically linked
to the river basin. The catchment areas of groundwater resources in the river basin may
not always coincide with the boundaries of surface water catchment areas, and this should
be considered in defining the extent of a river basin for management and administrative
purposes.

27.

Experiences from several countries have shown that poorly integrated or strongly singlesector water resources management frequently leads to significant degradation of wetland
ecosystems within a river basin, which in turn affects the productivity and accessibility of
land and water resources in the basin, as well as the associated ecosystem services. This
observation is also applicable to the case studies described in Ramsar Technical Report
[X].

28.

While it is not essential for a Contracting Party to be formally and actively implementing
IWRM or IRBM approaches in order to be able to integrate wetland conservation and wise
use into river basin management, it does help a great deal to have enabling national policy
or legislation in place that supports implementation of IWRM or IRBM approaches.
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29.

Just the commitment, however, to consider wetland water requirements in water resources
management can be a significant first step in moving towards more integrated approaches.
This first step can often catalyse development and application of IWRM and IRBM
approaches, since wetlands themselves are integrative in two ways:
•
•

The nature of wetlands as connectors between land and water systems means that
considering wetlands in water management is an integrative step.
The critical importance of wetlands to all sectors of society through the provision of
water-related ecosystem services means that people will need to share the benefits of
wetlands, and so will need to come together over wetlands, whether in conflict or in
consensus.

Ramsar and Integrated River Basin Management
30.

It has long been recognized, and is incorporated in all of Ramsar’s guidance on wetland
management planning (notably through Resolution VIII.14 and Ramsar Handbook 16),
that land uses in and around a wetland should be managed and planned in a way that is
consistent with wise use objectives for the wetland itself.

31.

Until recently, however, the equivalent water uses in, upstream of, and downstream of, a
wetland have not always been given sufficient attention – rather they have been
considered an external driving force more or less beyond the control of wetland managers.
Ramsar Contracting Parties adopted Resolution VIII.1 (Guidelines for the allocation and
management of water for maintaining the ecological functions of wetlands) in 2002, which provided
guidance for wetland managers to engage more formally with the water sector in
determining and assuring water allocations for wetlands ecosystems, and this represents a
significant step forward in the process of integrating wetland needs into water resources
planning and management.

32.

Ultimately, in order to support the wise use of wetlands, management of wetlands must be
undertaken within the context of their larger surrounding “waterscape” (the river basin or
catchment, including the hydrological processes and functions within the basin or
catchment) as well their larger surrounding landscape.

33.

In the longer term, it is not sufficient to integrate wetland management objectives into land
use management plans; they should also be integrated into water resource management
plans. Water-related management objectives for wetlands in a river basin should preferably
be “hard-wired” into the business plans and operational plans of the relevant water and
land management agencies, to ensure that wetland objectives are fully realized. The aim
should be to match water resources strategies with land use strategies, so that these can be
implemented jointly to support the maintenance of healthy, functional wetlands that
provide a full range of benefits and services for people, including water supply.

34.

Ramsar’s water-related guidance is not intended to lead or drive the formulation and
implementation of core water sector policy regarding water allocation, water supply and
water resources management. Nevertheless, Contracting Parties should apply this
guidance:
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•
•
•

at national level, to establish processes for cross-sectoral planning and
harmonization of policy objectives and to raise awareness about the role and value
of wetlands in river basin management;
in their water sector institutions, to establish a supportive policy, legislative and
institutional environment for implementing RBM that properly integrates wetlands;
and
in their wetlands sector institutions, to ensure that the wetlands sector has the
capacity, resources and information to participate meaningfully in river basin
management planning, decision-making, and implementation.

2.4

Guiding principles for integrating wetlands into river basin management

35.

A set of guiding principles was set out in the guidance annexed to Resolution VIII.1 (Water
allocation and management for maintaining the ecological functions of wetlands) and in the Integrated
Framework for Ramsar’s water-related guidance (Ramsar Handbook 6, 3rd edition). These
principles have been defined not only through analysis of previous policy documents
adopted by the Ramsar Convention, but also by reference to IWRM principles developed
by other international organizations and initiatives.

36.

Parties should note the following guiding principles:

Guidelines Box A:
Principles for integration of the conservation and wise use of wetlands into river basin
management
Contracting Parties should apply these guiding principles in initiating and implementing river
basin management approaches into which wetland conservation and wise use are integrated.
A1. Sustainability as a goal. Adequate protection from the impacts of land and water uses
within and beyond a river basin should be provided in order to sustain the functioning of
wetland ecosystems, respecting their natural dynamics for the benefit of future generations.
This protection includes the provision of water allocations for wetland ecosystems.
A2. Clarity of process. The process by which decisions are made on the management of river
basins, including the allocation and management of water and wetlands, should be clear to
all stakeholders.
A3. Equity in participation and decision-making factors. There should be equity for
different stakeholders in their participation in river basin management, including in land
use, water allocation, and water management decisions related to wetlands.
A4. Credibility of science. Scientific methods used to support land use and water
management decisions related to wetlands, including water allocations to meet
environmental water requirements of wetlands, should be credible and supported by review
from the scientific community.
.
A5. Transparency in implementation. Once plans and procedures for river basin
management, water allocation and water management decisions related to wetlands have
been defined and agreed, it is important that they are seen to be implemented correctly.
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A6. Flexibility of management. Like many ecosystems, wetlands are characterized by
complexity, changing conditions and uncertainty. It is essential that an adaptive
management strategy be adopted, which requires plans that can be changed as new
information or understanding comes to light.
A7. Accountability for decisions. Decision-makers should be accountable. If agreed
procedures are not followed or subjective decisions can be shown to be contrary to the
spirit of the above principles, then decision-makers should provide a full explanation.
Stakeholders should have recourse to an independent body if they feel that procedures
have not been followed.
A8. Cross-sectoral cooperation in policy development and implementation. All of the
public sector agencies with responsibilities for activities or policies that influence land,
water and wetlands within river basins should commit themselves to cooperative processes
of consultation and joint setting of policy objectives, at national level as well as at river
basin level.
Source: Ramsar Wise Use Handbooks: Vol 6, 3rd edition
2.5

Improving the integration of wetlands in river basin management

37.

As mentioned above, the aim of river basin management should be to match water
resources strategies with land use strategies, so that these can be implemented jointly to
support the maintenance of healthy, functional wetlands that provide a full range of
services for people, including water supply.

38.

A clear, understandable and sequential process for river basin management planning and
implementation provides opportunities for wetland managers to formulate their inputs
appropriately and to engage with civil society, land and water users, water resource
planners and managers as well as with their counterparts in land use sectors. The exact
sequence is perhaps less important than the fact that there is a formal, organized and
transparent process established, with which all relevant sectors and groups can engage. The
Convention’s guidance on integrating wetlands into river basin management is set out in
the framework of such a sequential process, the so-called “Critical Path” approach,
described in detail in this Consolidated Guidance.

39.

In summary, to improve the integration of wetlands into river basin management, attention
needs to focus on three major areas of activity, which are described in more detail in
section 3 of this document:
•
•
•

A supportive policy, legislative and institutional environment that promotes
cooperation between sectors and sectoral institutions and amongst stakeholder
groups;
CEPA programmes to support communication of policy and operational needs and
objectives across different sectors, primarily the water and wetlands sectors, and
amongst different stakeholder groups;
Sequence and synchronization of planning and management activities in different
sectors responsible for land use, water resources and wetlands.
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3.

Integrating wetlands into river basin management: overview of the
scientific and technical guidance

3.1

The “Critical Path” approach

40.

The cyclical, so-called “Critical Path” approach to integrating wetlands into river basin
management evolved out of many experiences of the obstacles to implementation of the
protection, management and wise use of individual wetlands at site level. Additional
experience from implementation of environmental flows concepts and policies has also
brought the recognition that there is a certain degree of sequencing required, between
planning and management activities at river basin level and between management and user
activities at individual wetland or site level. Activities need to be progressively initiated and
completed, in time and through scales from basin scale down to site scale, in order to
ensure the successful management and wise use of wetlands.

41.

These obstacles and issues are common to many countries and many wetland situations. It
appears from experience that failure to implement management plans, and thus to achieve
wise use objectives for individual wetlands, has often occurred when broader water
resources planning, management and water allocation issues have not been adequately
addressed in management plans for individual wetlands or groups of wetlands.
Achievement of wetland management objectives will continue to be difficult until broader
land use and water resources management plans at river basin level fully integrate the
management and wise use objectives for the wetlands in question.

42.

The Critical Path approach offers a “road map”, which can help Contracting Parties to
apply the existing suite of Ramsar’s wise use guidance in a systematic, sequential way to
support integration of the conservation and wise use of wetlands into river basin
management.

43.

A generic version of the Critical Path approach is provided in Figure 1. For further
information on how the Critical Path approach can be further developed to suit a specific
national or river basin situation, readers may consult the report of the original project on
which the “Critical Path” approach was based, available in Dickens et al. (2004). Figure 1
also shows the cross-references from steps in the critical path to existing, more detailed
Ramsar guidance that is applicable for each of the steps.

44.

The Critical Path cycle consists of a series of 10 steps, arranged within several phases:
i)
ii)
iii)

A preparatory phase at national level (Step 0), providing an enabling and supportive
policy, legislative, and institutional environment for river basin management that can
be adequately integrated the conservation and wise use of wetlands;
A preparatory phase at river basin level that involves review and possible revision of
policy, legislative and institutional aspects related to river basin management (Steps 1
and 2);
A planning phase involving hydrological, biophysical and socio-economic surveys,
assessments and decision-making activities (Steps 3 to 6), leading to the development
of a river basin management plan;
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iv)
v)

An implementation phase, involving parallel implementation of the river basin
management plan and any related wetlands management plans (Steps 7a and 7b);
A strategic phase involving monitoring, reporting and review of objectives and plans
(Steps 8 and 9).

Figure 1: Generic version of the “Critical Path” approach, modified from the same figure in Res
IX.1 Annex C(i). Note that stakeholder participation and CEPA processes should continue
throughout the entire cycle.
3.2

Synchronisation with the water sector and other sectors

45.

The Critical Path approach is focused on wetlands and their role in a basin: this wetlandfocused cycle should be recognized as being nested within or closely linked to other
[spatial and economic] planning and management cycles. Understanding the status and
progression of these other cycles, particularly the water sector’s cycle of water resources
planning and management, assists in synchronizing the wetlands cycle with these other
cycles, sharing of information between sectors, and avoiding duplication of work.

46.

Ideally, the Critical Path cycle should be started at the beginning (Step 1 in Figure 1) in a
river basin, and completed in full and in sequence, but basins and situations are different
and flexibility should be promoted. In many cases, larger-scale water and land management
at basin level may have been going on for some time in parallel with, or more or less
independently from, wetland management at site level, and the wetland level cycle may not
be synchronized with river basin management cycles. Hence the most practical approach is
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to identify where each sector is in its planning and management cycle, and start from there
in a process of gradual integration and synchronisation.
47.

If other sectoral processes are well-structured but perhaps significantly ahead of the
wetlands sector’s planning and management process, then rapid or desktop execution of
steps in the Critical Path should be considered in order for the wetlands sector to “catch
up” and at least get wetland needs and values onto the water agenda in the basin. Critical
Path steps can be executed more fully in the second iteration of the cycle.

48.

Specialist CEPA initiatives from the wetlands sector can support the building of links and
synchronization between the wetlands Critical Path and other sectoral processes. If the
other sectoral processes are not well-structured, then focused CEPA initiatives could help
to identify and clarify current processes in other sectors, in order for the wetlands sector to
link with them.

49.

Figure 2 provides a graphical representation of generic water sector planning and
implementation processes for water resources management at river basin level, and how
these are generally related to the wetland management planning and implementation cycle
indicated in the Critical Path approach. Contracting Parties should consider ways to
identify the various sectoral processes that are already in place or should be put in place in
the future at national and river basin levels. The sectoral cycles shown in Figure 2, and the
connections between these cycles, can then be adapted to suit local river basin situations.

Figure 2: Synchronisation of planning and management processes in the wetlands and water
sectors.
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4.

Integrating wetlands into river basin management: scientific and
technical guidance at national level

4.1

Preparatory phase at national level

50.

The national preparatory phase shown in Figure 1 is not strictly part of the Critical Path at
river basin level, but this national preparatory phase is an essential factor for successful
implementation of river basin management plans. In this phase, Parties need to be
concerned with primarily national-level policy, legislative and CEPA initiatives related to
integrated river basin management. It is in the preparatory phase that a supportive,
enabling environment is established at national level, one that can ensure a relatively
smooth transition from planning to implementation at river basin level.

51.

In general, national initiatives in the preparatory phase should be consistent with the
guiding principles set out in Box A [Principles for integration of the conservation and wise use of
wetlands into river basin management], particularly with regard to flexibility. National policy and
legislation should support the development of solutions, objectives and plans at river basin
level that are best suited to local conditions and can meet the needs of local people.

52.

National policy and legislation should be enabling, providing frameworks for:
•
•
•

consistency in processes for setting river basin management objectives in different
river basins;
equity in access to ecosystem services associated with land and water resources in
river basins; and
strategic direction that recognizes national interests which may extend beyond river
basin boundaries, such as biodiversity, water allocation, agricultural production, and
economic development.

53.

Reviewing policy and legislation can be a lengthy process, especially if substantial reform is
indicated. Although such review can be undertaken in parallel with the other
implementation steps 1 to 5 at river basin level (see Figure 1), implementation of a river
basin management plan and associated wetland management plans will probably be
compromised if this step is not sufficiently advanced, and preferably substantially
completed, by the time implementation begins in the river basin (Step 7b in Figure 1).

54.

There are four issues to be addressed in the national preparatory phase of the Critical Path:
•
•
•
•

55.

policy and legislation in the relevant sectors, including processes for cross-sectoral
planning and harmonization of policies;
institutional development;
CEPA;
mechanisms for ensuring adequate capacity (financial, human, technical) for
implementation of river basin management processes.

These same issues are also addressed within the preparatory phase (Steps 1 and 2) at river
basin level, but the focus at river basin level is much more local.
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4.2

Policy and legislation at national level

Sectoral and over-arching policy and legislation
56.

The water sector is arguably the most important place to begin when introducing policy
shifts to promote and support integrated river basin management. Water policies need to
be harmonized with related policies where they exist, such as National Wetland Policies,
National Environment Plans, National Biodiversity Strategies, international agreements
and legislative frameworks. The shift towards integrated water resources management on a
river basin scale also requires the support of appropriate economic instruments such as
water pricing policies (e.g., “user pays” and “polluter pays”).

57.

Complete revision of existing laws and policies is not always necessary for initiating
integrated river basin management approaches. More substantive sectoral reform of policy
and legislation can be undertaken in an incremental manner later, but should be considered
before river basin management institutions are significantly advanced in the planning phase
of their work.

58.

If integrated river basin management approaches are being formally introduced in a
country for the first time, it is usually helpful to begin with a desk-top review of existing
sectoral policies and legislation, in order to ensure that there is sufficient policy and
legislative support for river basin level initiatives to proceed and to resolve the most
significant conflicts where these are evident. Parties should ensure that relevant existing
institutions are given a mandate to commence the planning phase at river basin level (steps
1 to 6 of the Critical Path as shown in Figure 1).

59.

The principles of identifying the supporting and conflicting elements of policy and law
apply equally to statutory as to customary law, although the challenges of integrating
statutory and customary systems and providing for a pluralistic legal environment can be
significant.

60.

Initial desktop review of national policy and legislation should cover:
•

•

•

61.

policies and laws from various national sectors (such as water, agriculture,
environment, economic development, social development) that positively support
the integration of wetland management with river basin management, and that
generally contain shared principles and objectives;
policies, laws and regulations from various national sectors that conflict with the
objectives of integrating wetland management and wise use into river basin
management, and where revision or reform may be necessary; and
policies, laws and regulations that can be used for sanctions or enforcement
purposes during the implementation phase if necessary, such as pollution
prevention, land use planning controls, and resource exploitation limitations.

The following specific issues should be considered and addressed in national sectoral
policy and legislation. In formulating effective overall policies on these issues, Contracting
Parties should consider the options for promoting flexibility at river basin level where this
is administratively feasible and technically appropriate:
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i)

Determination, allocation and delivery of water for the maintenance of all
ecosystems, including meeting the requirements of marine and coastal ecosystems;
ii)
Issuance of permits for individual and bulk water abstraction and use;
iii) Domestic and industrial water use, treatment of effluent and the safe discharge of
effluent;
iv) Agricultural water use, mitigation of effects of large water management structures,
return of water, limitations of pesticide and other agrochemical use;
v)
Determination of water quality standards for use for various purposes;
vi) Rules and regulations regarding abstraction and use of groundwater;
vii) Tariff policies for drinking water supply, agriculture, industrial and other water uses;
viii) Land and water conservation;
ix) Integration of water and wetland biodiversity conservation imperatives within the
national socio-economic development agenda;
x)
Invasive species that might have an impact on water or wetlands;
xi) Delegation of certain regulatory or enforcement responsibilities to appropriate
institutions at river basin level;
xii) Application of Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) and Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) tools for spatial planning and development initiatives
which could impact on water resources and wetlands within river basins.

Cooperation and collaboration between sectors
62.

Providing an enabling environment for collaboration, integration and joint planning
between the water and wetlands sectors, and indeed with other sectors such as agriculture
and land use, requires attention to the policy and regulatory contexts in all related sectors.

63.

Conflicting policy objectives should be resolved and mechanisms provided in the policies
and regulations of each sector to allow better integration of decision-making and
operational procedures, whether through consultative or statutory processes.

64.

Ideally, all the relevant sectors should coordinate their strategic planning at national level
around sets of shared policy objectives. These shared policy objectives could include
identification of specific river basins, sub-basins, or wetlands that are essential for meeting
national biodiversity conservation targets, for sustaining rural livelihoods, or for urban
water supply.

65.

River basin organizations can be effective focal points for achieving both the necessary
vertical integration from basin level down to site level and the horizontal integration
between different agencies, land and water users, and interest sectors. However, significant
institutional reform or restructuring is not a prerequisite for ensuring effective crosssectoral cooperation at national level, since much can be achieved through less formal
means such as the facilitation of cross-sectoral communication and agreement between
different sectors on how overlapping responsibilities will be shared or assigned. It is
essential that such agreements regarding cooperation and coordination are formalised
within the national governance system, for example in joint White Papers or cross-sectoral
Memoranda of Cooperation.

66.

The following guidelines should be noted:
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Guidelines Box B:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to national policy and legislation for
integrated river basin management
B1.

Review national policy and legislation in all key sectors to identify the key barriers at
national level to integrated river basin management and promotion of integrated land and
water use planning/management, and work to overcome those barriers.

B2.

Develop consultative processes at national and river basin level which involve the various
sectors and institutions responsible for, at least, water management, environmental
protection, and agriculture.

B3.

Develop a comprehensive national water policy or national river basin management policy
for integrating wetland conservation into river basin management to benefit management
goals, such as water supply, flood management, pollution mitigation and the conservation
of biological diversity. Ensure that this policy addresses the regulation of activities within
river basins and the integration of wetland management into local policies and
strategies/action plans.

B4.

Incorporate wetland management issues into existing water or river basin management
policies and also into National Wetland Policies and similar instruments (see Resolution
VII.6 [in Handbook 2] and Resolution VIII.1 [Handbook 8]).

B5.

Review existing legislation and, as appropriate, develop new legislation to facilitate the
implementation of key policy issues related to integrated river basin management,
including introduction of economic incentives and disincentives and regulation of activities
which may negatively affect water management. (See Resolution VII.7 on Laws and
Institutions in Handbook 3.)

B6.

Develop policy and legislation as needed to support the application of appropriate
incentive measures (see Resolutions VII.15 and VIII.23), such as demand management and
water pricing strategies to promote water conservation and more efficient and socially
acceptable allocation of water resources.

B7.

Develop mechanisms to facilitate the transfer of resources from downstream beneficiaries
to the protection and management of upper catchments and other critical areas.

B8.

Ensure that water allocations for wetland ecosystems are addressed in national water policy
and legislation and in policy and regulation for Environmental Impact Assessments related
to water resource developments. (See Resolution VIII.1 and Handbook 8.)

B9.

Review national policy relating to protected areas in order to strengthen the options for
protection of headwaters, upper catchments and critical wetland areas through their
inclusion in protected area systems.

B10. Review national policy relating to the needs of marine and coastal wetland ecosystems,
particularly in relation to their freshwater requirements, to ensure that these needs can be
incorporated into river basin management where appropriate.
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4.3

Institutional development

67.

One of the key challenges in implementing integrated approaches to river basin
management is the division of management responsibilities for one river basin between
different administrative authorities, resulting in fragmented approaches to water resources
planning and management. It is important to realise that water resource planning and
management is a multidisciplinary, multisectoral process and it has therefore to be
promoted as a collaborative framework among all the relevant agencies operating
nationally and those involved within the river basin itself, as well as local communities. The
development of institutions and administrative units in water resource management has to
coincide with river basins’ boundaries instead of political boundaries.

68.

Realignment of administrative water resource management units to coincide with river
basin boundaries in this way may require substantive changes to national policy in the
water sector and also in the local government sector. It may be more useful to take an
incremental approach at national level, which starts with enabling cooperative governance
arrangements in order to improve alignment of administrative boundaries and
responsibilities with river basin boundaries.

69.

Initially, the relevant institutions and agencies can work out locally suitable arrangements
for cooperation and coordination, with input from a consultative forum or fora composed
of local stakeholders and interest groups. This may suffice until such time as national
policy and legislation is in place to allow the formal constitution of river basin
management agencies within each river basin.

70.

A formal river basin management agency would ideally be a public sector institution with
executive responsibilities for river basin planning and management, to which certain agreed
powers and duties have been delegated, for example to allocate water within the basin or
to enforce local water quality discharge standards.

71.

Institutional development can be encouraged to progress gradually from consultative fora
to fully functional river basin management agencies in a “bottom-up” way, or river basin
management agencies can be established through a more “top-down” process initiated and
supported from national level. In practice, countries have taken different approaches,
depending upon their capacity for implementation and on the degree of political support
for the development of river basin management institutions.

72.

It is important for national policy and legislation to support flexibility in institutional
arrangements at river basin level, to allow for variability in local conditions. Certain issues
need to be considered in national policy and legislation in order to ensure that river basin
management institutions are designed and established in a way that reflects local needs,
priorities, and biophysical and socio-economic situations, while also operating in a manner
that is consistent with national policy, planning, regulatory and fiscal frameworks.

73.

Parties should work towards national policy and legislation that:
•

recognizes the critical role of wetlands in water resources management and river
basin management and the need to integrate the wise use of all wetlands into river
basin management;
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•
•
•

•

•

•
•

74.

supports meaningful participation of local and national stakeholders in planning,
decision-making and implementation at river basin level;
promotes and ensures equity amongst stakeholders in planning and decision-making
related to access to land and water resources and associated ecosystem services;
describes the range of river basin management institutions that will be needed to
support integrated river basin management and clarifies their roles, responsibilities
and relationships with one another;
ensures that river basin management institutions will have the technical,
infrastructural and human resource capacity to undertake the necessary technical
work programmes to support integrated river basin management;
ensures that river basin management institutions will have the administrative capacity
to discharge certain delegated powers and duties, including for example setting and
enforcement of regulation, collection and management of revenues, fees and
penalties associated with water management within the basin;
provides for accountability and adequate oversight of river basin management
agencies in the execution of their duties and responsibilities;
provides for the establishment of an independent body to consider and adjudicate
appeals in cases where stakeholders feel that agreed procedures have not been
followed.

The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box C:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties for the establishment of river basin management
institutions and strengthening of institutional capacity for integrated river basin
management

C1. Review existing legislation and, as appropriate, develop new policy and legislation to
facilitate the establishment of the necessary river basin management institutions (See
Resolution VII.7 on Laws and Institutions in Ramsar Handbook 3).
C2. Make multistakeholder river basin management institutions responsible for preparing river
basin management plans.
C3. Promote the establishment of appropriate mechanisms to bring together all major groups
involved in river basin management such as government, municipalities, water regulatory
bodies, academic institutions, industries, farmers, local communities, NGOs, etc., to
participate in the management of river basins.
C4. Develop national policies and programmes to strengthen the capacity of river basin
management institutions (see also Guidelines Box F related to implementation capacity and
Guidelines Box D related to CEPA).
4.4

Communication, Education, Participation and Awareness (CEPA)

CEPA and participation in river basin management
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75.

An important element within the concept of integrated river basin management is that
planning and management institutions work with and for the entire community of water
users in a river basin, including wetland users and wildlife, as well as relevant stakeholders
outside the river basin. In order to identify the needs and concerns of all water users,
broad participation in the planning and management of water resources is an important
goal.

76.

This participation has “vertical” and “horizontal” aspects. Both need to be addressed in
the preparatory and planning phases of integrated river basin management.
•

Vertical participation refers to the structured participation of representative
stakeholder agencies, organizations, groups or individuals in river basin management
activities at different levels, i.e. between the central river basin management
institution at basin level and stakeholders “on the ground”, and between the central
river basin management institution at basin level and national sectoral agencies, as
well as international bodies in the case of shared river basins.

•

Horizontal participation refers to the structured participation of agencies,
organizations, groups or individuals across all the relevant sectoral boundaries to
develop shared objectives for river basin management. Horizontal participation
could occur, for example, between the water, wetlands, agriculture, biodiversity and
health sectors, whether the participation is at village level between individual citizens,
at local government level between departments, at national level between ministries,
or at international level between missions.

77.

CEPA (Communication, Education, Participation and Awareness) is an essential
underpinning aspect of effective participation in integrated river basin management by
public sector institutions, interest groups, government and non-government organizations,
and local stakeholders. All Parties are expected to have national wetlands CEPA
programmes in place, and these programmes should be reviewed to ensure that specific
CEPA issues related to effective integrated river basin management are addressed.

78.

In the preparatory phase, it is necessary to consider what national policy, programmes and
possibly legislation might be needed to enable effective, broad-based and equitable
participation in river basin management. Parties should ensure that both vertical and
horizontal participation and collaboration are formally supported in the mandates,
planning and decision-making processes and budgets of the various institutions
responsible for or participating in integrated river basin management.

Vertical communication and participation: between institutions and local people
79.

The importance of consultation and participation in river basin management and water
resource planning is now widely recognized and accepted. A management shift has taken
place with a greater role being provided for civil society. Recent experience has shown that
effective collaboration between agencies and local people increases the chance of success
in achieving and implementing effective river basin plans. Early consultations with the
public can also help identify previously unknown uses and values of resources in the basin
and help determine the relative importance of different values.
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80.

The understanding of what consultation and participation mean in practice differs
however, and so does related terminology. In the context of IRBM, stakeholder participation
is considered the most widely accepted and most inclusive term, as this can range from
individuals and associations of individuals up to (public and private) sectors, governments
and government institutions, to international organizations.

81.

As Ramsar Handbook 5 on Participatory Skills says: “Stakeholders are taken to be bearers of
separate interests and/or contributions for the management of a wetland, with a particular
focus on interest groups within local and indigenous communities. By the same token, the
government agencies responsible for wetland management and local authorities may also
be considered as stakeholders.”

82.

The Ramsar Handbook also provides the following guiding principles for stakeholder
participation:
•
•
•
•
•

Incentives for local and indigenous people’s involvement and wise use are essential:
everyone must benefit in the long term (refer to Section II, Chapter 2.1 for more
detailed information)
Trust among stakeholders is essential and must be developed (refer to Section II,
Chapter 2.2)
Flexibility is required (refer to Section II, Chapter 2.3)
Knowledge exchange and capacity building are fundamental (refer to Section II,
Chapter 2.4)
Continuity of resources and effort is important (refer to Section II, Chapter 2.5)

Horizontal Communication and Participation: across sectoral boundaries
83.

In the past, there has been a general lack of awareness of the cross-sectoral nature of water
problems and the need for a new development paradigm towards integrating the technical,
economic, environmental, social and legal aspects of water management. Awareness has
significantly improved recently, due in part to intensive communication and education
efforts in the water and wetlands sectors at global, national and local levels. However, it is
still challenging to work across sectoral boundaries, whether this is at international level in
a shared river basin, at national level between the relevant policy sectors, or at river basin
level between local sectoral stakeholder groups.

84.

Cross-sectoral communication is particularly important for the water and wetlands sectors.
Ramsar’s water-related guidance, particularly on river basin management and water
allocation and management (see Ramsar Handbooks 7 and 8 and the forthcoming Ramsar
Technical Reports on environmental water requirements), is aimed at providing supporting
material for the Ramsar implementing authorities in each Contracting Party to use in
persuading or influencing the water sector to change the way they do, or have done, river
basin management so as to better maintain and protect wetland ecosystem services.

85.

Most wetland managers at site or country level, however, may not be fully familiar with
such daily operational practices of river basin management, and they will have difficulty
assisting the water managers to integrate the water requirements of wetland ecosystems
into water resources planning and to implement these requirements in water management
practices.
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86.

Frequently the two sectors fail to find common ground due, not to a mismatch in values or
intentions, but rather to an inability to describe, quantify and communicate interests,
objectives and operational requirements. In order to ensure understanding and foster
collaboration and cooperation between sectors, wetland managers and water resource
managers must find a common language in which to set shared objectives for water
resources and wetlands.

87.

Bridging this particular communication gap between sectors often requires specialist
communication, education and public awareness efforts at technical and policy levels, in
addition to ongoing CEPA initiatives aimed at general awareness amongst the public and
broad stakeholder groups.

88.

Wetland managers need sufficient understanding of the technical and operational aspects
of water resources management to understand:
i)
ii)

first, how to articulate and quantify the requirements of wetland ecosystems in the
operational currencies of river basin management; and
second, how to work with water managers to develop basin operating rules and flow
regimes that represent the optimal allocation of water between multiple uses,
including ecosystem maintenance.

89.

Similarly, water managers, particularly those working at the river basin scale, require
knowledge and quantitative understanding not only of the water resource functions and
ecosystem services of wetlands, and how to deliver the water required to maintain these
services, but also of the operational currencies in which ecosystem water requirements are
generally described. The Ramsar Technical Reports on environmental water requirements
being prepared during the 2006-2008 triennium by the Scientific and Technical Review
Panel (STRP) will provide more detail and examples of these issues. [Editorial note: This
reference to RTRs will be updated once publication information is available.]

90.

The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box D:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties on national policy and programmes for CEPA
activities related to integrated river basin management
(Refer also to Resolutions VII.8 and VIII.31)

D1. Promote the protection and restoration of wetland areas, and their biodiversity, within
river basins.
D2. Design and implement communication, education, participation, and awareness
programmes on the importance of wetland conservation to support water resources
management, consistent with the guidelines set out in the Convention’s [CEPA
Programme 2009-2014 (Resolution X.00)].
D3. Provide training for water resources managers and wetland managers at all levels to
understand and implement the concepts of integrated water resource management and
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integrated river basin management, including the importance of wetlands in river basin
management.
D4. Develop awareness campaigns to minimise activities that lead to the degradation of river
systems, such as excessive and incorrect use of inappropriate pesticides and fertilisers, poor
sanitation, drainage of wetlands, and clearance of forests in the river basin.
D5. Identify, design and implement community-based demonstration projects and provide
additional economic incentives to the local communities to encourage river basin
management practices that integrate wetland conservation and wise use.
D6. Document and promote sustainable wetland and river basin management practices
developed through traditional knowledge and skills.
D7. Promote appropriate participation, education, participation, and awareness programmes as
effective tools for integrated management of river basins. (See Resolution X.00 on the
Convention’s CEPA Programme 2009-2014.)
D8. Support capacity building of community-based organizations and NGOs to develop skills
for participating in monitoring and management of resources within river basins.

Guidelines Box E:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties on national policy related to stakeholder participation
in integrated river basin management
(Refer also to Resolution VIII.36: Participatory Environmental Management as a tool for management and
wise use of wetlands)
E1.

Develop consultative processes which involve the various sectors and institutions
responsible for water management, environmental protection, and agriculture (at least) in
harmonization of their policies and national sectoral plans to address the conservation,
utilization and management of water resources and wetlands.

E2.

Ensure that national water policy provides mechanisms to identify and involve
stakeholders in planning and management of river basins and their wetlands, including
review of land tenure arrangements where this might be necessary.

E3.

Develop appropriate national policies and programmes to support and facilitate: i) the
active participation of stakeholders; ii) responses by river basin management institutions to
the particular needs of stakeholders, and iii) sharing of authority and responsibility for
resource management according to arrangements that are agreed by all parties.

4.5

Capacity for implementation of integrated river basin management

91.

If river basin management agencies and wetland management institutions do not have
sufficient capacity to undertake planning and implementation activities, there could be
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significant delays between the end of the planning phase and the start of the
implementation phase at river basin level.
92.

The longer such implementation is delayed after the planning has been substantially
completed, the greater will be the risk of failure of a river basin management initiative, and
the greater the dissatisfaction of people who have a stake in the implementation.

93.

The following are aspects of overall capacity for implementation which should be
considered in the preparatory phase at national level and in the planning phase at river
basin level (Step 6 in Figure 1):

94.

•

Infrastructural capacity includes the physical infrastructure such as pumps, pipes,
dams, treatment works, gauging stations, monitoring networks, information systems
and other tools for managing land, water resources and wetlands in river basins.

•

Institutional capacity includes not only the establishment of the necessary
institutions, the granting of their mandates, powers and duties, and inter-institutional
arrangements, but also the necessary administrative infrastructure such as buildings,
communication networks, administrative procedures, and business processes.

•

Competency includes principally the human resources needed to implement
integrated river basin management, as well as the integration of wetlands specifically
into river basin management. Development of competency should address not only
the skills, knowledge and attitudes of personnel but also longer term training and
capacity building needs in the relevant education sectors. (Also see the relevant
sections and guidelines related to CEPA.)

•

Information and knowledge capacity includes collection and curation of data
collected through international, national and river basin monitoring networks; the
use of this data to generate information for management purposes as well as for
increasing general awareness; and the application of knowledge to develop, adapt
and refine river basin management activities and the way in which wetlands are
integrated into such activities.

•

Financial capacity for implementation is essential and underpins the preceding
aspects of implementation capacity. Early consideration should be given to how
river basin management activities, and the integration of wetlands into these
activities, will be supported financially, and how the financial sustainability of river
basin management institutions will be assured. Decisions on which mechanisms will
be used to provide long-term financial support for activities and institutions, at both
national and river basin levels, will significantly determine the design of river basin
management institutions; their administrative, infrastructural and human resources
capacity; the scope of their operations, powers and duties; and ultimately the state of
wetlands, land and water resources in the river basins for which these institutions are
responsible.

The necessary enabling policy, legislation and financial mechanisms should be put in place
at national level to support the development of capacity for implementation. These

DOC. SC37-24, page 29

mechanisms should be agreed upon and established in good time, so as not to delay
implementation at river basin level.
95.

The following guidelines should be noted:

Guidelines Box F:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties for establishing adequate implementation capacity for
integration of wetlands into river basin management
F1.

Develop supporting policy or initiatives to secure adequate financial resources for ensuring
effective operation of organizations charged with planning and management of water
resources, river basin management and wetland conservation and, as appropriate, seek
resources from alternative sources, such as debt swap for nature arrangements and the
establishment of national or local trust funds.

F2.

Recognizing that socio-economic development is often critically dependent on the
protection of aquatic ecosystems, encourage different sectors (such as conservation, water,
economic development) to collaborate in allocating or securing sufficient resources to
implement policies and legislation for integrated water resources management and
integrated river basin management.

F3.

Establish national policy and regulatory mechanisms so that where appropriate, river basin
management institutions can consider the development of cost sharing formulas (such as
beneficiaries pay, river basin resident levies, government subsidies, environmental costs of
degradation/ “impacter pays”, etc.) to raise the funds needed for integrated river basin
management, or alternatively they can seek these resources from the development
assistance community.

F4.

Consider the application of approaches such as “payment for ecosystem services” to raise
funds needed to support implementation of integrated river basin management. (See also
Guideline B7.)

F5.

Assess the competency and human resources requirements for implementation of river
basin management and wetland sectors, and ensure that appropriate training and capacitybuilding programmes and policies are established in order to meet these requirements in a
timely manner.

F6.

Promote the inclusion of staff within river basin management institutions who have
expertise in the ecological functions of wetlands.

F7.

Strengthen and maintain the capabilities of local institutions (universities, research
institutions, and water management agencies) to undertake comprehensive water demand
assessments which include ecological water demands, as well as to undertake other
scientific and technical studies needed to support integration of wetland conservation and
wise use into river basin management.

5.

Integrating wetlands into river basin management: scientific and
technical guidance at river basin level
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96.

This section provides descriptions and explanations of each of the major components of
the Critical Path at river basin level (see Figures 1 and 2) and covers:
•
•
•
•

the preparatory phase - Steps 1 and 2,
the planning phase - Steps 3, 4, 5 and 6,
the implementation phase - Steps 7a and 7b, and
the strategic phase - Steps 8 and 9.

5.1

General sequencing in the preparatory and planning phases

97.

The activities in Steps 1 (policy, regulatory and institutional contexts), 2 (CEPA and
stakeholder participation process), 3 (inventory, assessment and technical studies), 4
(setting priorities) and 5 (setting objectives) are arranged in a general sequence of initiation.
However, in practice most of these steps can be undertaken in parallel, as long as all are at
an adequate level of completion prior to Step 6 (water and land use management plan for
the basin).

98

An obstacle can arise if the activity of agreeing on, and setting priorities for, wetlands in a
basin (Step 4) does not include all the relevant stakeholders, including water and land
users, as well as responsible agencies or authorities, in a legitimate decision-making
process. Thus it is essential that policy, regulatory and institutional issues be resolved such
that the relevant authorities can work together, and that a credible, inclusive stakeholder
participation process can be established and sustained, with stakeholders having been
helped to understand the relevant technical and strategic issues.

99.

Inventories and specialist desk and field studies, covering ecological, hydrological,
economic and social aspects (Step 3), can commence at an early stage in the process. It
should be recognized, however, that the level of detail and resolution required in these
studies will be influenced by the processes of determining priorities and quantitative
objectives in Steps 4 and 5, which in turn will require a certain degree of numerical
confidence, depending on the sensitivity and importance of the wetlands and the
associated water resources. If the priorities that are set for wetlands in a basin are not
practical or feasible, for example in terms of the amount of water that must be released
from a dam, then this will probably lead to failure to recognize the wetland objectives and
hence failure to implement them. Hence there may be some iteration required between
Steps 3, 4 and 5.

100. If some or all of Steps 1 to 5 have not been addressed sufficiently before commencing the
development of a management plan for the basin in Step 6, then it is likely that wetland
requirements, particularly for water quantity and water quality, will not be recognized
adequately. This could prove an obstacle to implementation of wetland management plans
at site.
101. This obstacle can be overcome by returning to undertake Steps 1 to 5 and then coming
back to Step 6. However, this does not necessarily mean stopping the whole planning
process in order to fill in the missing steps: rather, the missing steps can be addressed by
desktop or rapid field study, on the understanding that the necessary detail can and will be
provided in the next iteration of the Critical Path cycle.
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5.2

Preparatory phase at river basin level

Step 1a: Establishing supporting policy, legislation and regulation at river basin level
What is this step and why is it important ?
102. The purpose of this step is to ensure that any policies, legislation and regulation that may
be relevant at river basin level, such as those administered by local governments, are
aligned in such a way as to support integration of wetlands into river basin management
and the collaborative management that is required for successful implementation.
103. As is true for the national preparatory phase, complete revision of all local policy and
regulation related to wetlands, land use and water resources is not necessary in order to
initiate planning for integrated river basin management. However, there should be
adequate supporting policy and regulation to ensure that all elements of the agreed river
basin management plan can be implemented once the planning phase has been completed.
104. As a minimum, an initial desktop review should be conducted of all the relevant
overlapping policy and regulation that is operative in the river basin, ranging from national
to local, including customary practices at community level if relevant, and any relevant
international agreements in a shared river basin. The review should also include existing
spatial planning policies, land use plans and water resource management plans for parts of
the basin or the entire basin.
105. Inconsistent or conflicting policy and regulatory elements should be identified, so that
these can be revised in time to ensure a smooth later transition from the planning phase to
the implementation phase. As the planning phase progresses, and especially in Steps 4, 5
and 6, the emerging elements of the integrated river basin management plan should be
checked once more against the review of local policy and regulation in order to ascertain
whether any additional revision of local policy, regulation and planning procedures may be
needed to support implementation of the proposed river basin plan.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
106. Step 1 at river basin level can proceed before the national preparatory phase has begun, or
the two may be undertaken in parallel. However, at least some attention to the national
policy and legislative environment is likely to be necessary, to ensure that all the necessary
aspects of a river basin management plan can be implemented and that suitable
institutional arrangements (including funding) can be established at river basin level to
support such implementation.
Who is involved in this step ?
107. This step may be initiated by a national government agency, if the river basin management
process is being led by a national policy initiative or if a river basin management agency has
not yet been established.
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108. Alternatively, this step is sometimes initiated by a responsible agency at river basin level,
such as a local government concerned about the management of the river basin or a
wetland management agency or organization concerned about the management of a
specific wetland or wetlands in the river basin.
109. In some cases, this step may be initiated by a non-government organization, a community
organization, a particular interest group or a research group, possibly with external donor
support. However, more formal revisions to legislative, regulatory, planning or
administrative procedures will require the participation and commitment of the responsible
local and national government agencies.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
110. Refer to Handbooks 2, 3 and 7 (3d edition, 2007) for further detailed guidance, and see
also Resolution VIII.23, Incentive measures as tools for achieving the wise use of wetlands.
111. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box G:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties on establishing supporting policy, legislation and
regulation at river basin level
Parties should also refer to guidelines in Box B for national policy and legislation.
G1. Review all relevant sectoral plans, policies and regulations that are in effect at local and
river basin level, including local customary practices and laws, and review land tenure
arrangements where this might be necessary, in order to identify the key barriers to
integrated river basin management and promotion of integrated land and water use
planning/management, and work to overcome those barriers. (See also Guideline B1.)
G2. Develop consultative processes which involve the various sectors and institutions within
the river basin who are responsible for water management, environmental protection,
agriculture, and land use. (See also Guideline B2.)
G3. Incorporate wetland management issues into existing management plans, policies and
regulations relevant to the river basin, and also incorporate water resource management
issues into management plans and policies for wetlands in the river basin. (See also
Guideline B4.)
G4. Within an appropriate national policy framework, develop and implement locally
applicable incentive measures, such as demand management and water pricing strategies,
to promote water conservation and more efficient and socially acceptable allocation of
water resources within the river basin. (See also Guideline B6.)
G5. Within an appropriate national policy framework, develop and implement mechanisms to
facilitate the transfer of resources from downstream beneficiaries to the protection and
management of upper catchments and other critical areas. (See also Guideline B7.)
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G6. Ensure that water allocations for wetland ecosystems are addressed in water resources
plans and water allocation schedules for the river basin. (See also Guideline B8.)
G7. Ensure that the needs of marine and coastal wetland ecosystems, particularly in relation to
their freshwater requirements, are addressed in river basin management plans and water
allocation schedules where appropriate. (See also Guideline B10.)

Step 1b: Establishing appropriate institutional arrangements at river basin level
What is this step and why is it important ?
112. The purpose of this step is to ensure that appropriate institutional capacity is established
within the basin to plan for and implement integrated river basin management, whether
through the formation of an entirely new organization or through a collaborative
arrangement between existing organizations and groups with overlapping responsibilities
and interests.
113. New institutional arrangements, at international, national or local levels, are sometimes
politically difficult to implement from scratch, and it is necessary and generally better to
begin working with the existing range of responsible and interested institutions.
Memoranda of cooperation, or cooperative policy, can be used to formalize relationships
when necessary. As relationships and understanding grow, the structure and function of
new institutions, which would be more effective for implementing integrated river basin
management, should become clear. Subsequent institutional reform and restructuring will
then have more support.
114. Since every river basin is different in its socio-economic, biophysical and governance
aspects, there is no single “right” institutional arrangement for river basin management.
Ideally, there should be a consistent national framework and policy for establishment,
oversight and operation of river basin management institutions at river basin level, but
local flexibility should be encouraged.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
115. Much of the planning phase in the Critical Path can be undertaken without a river basin
management agency necessarily being in place, since collaborative agreements, memoranda
of cooperation and other cooperative processes can suffice. However, before the
implementation phase (Step 7b) commences, a suitable institution or group of
collaborating institutions should preferably be in place at river basin level, with delegated
authority where appropriate, and with the necessary resources (including human resources,
infrastructure, and funding) having been secured, to ensure the viability and sustainability
of these institutions.
Who is involved in this step ?
116. Experiences from the case studies (see Ramsar Technical Report [X]) indicate that a
common strategy when initiating this step is for an independent agent to act as a facilitator
amongst all the relevant institutions at basin and local levels, to assist them in
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communication and collaboration across sectoral boundaries. This can be a very effective
approach for getting all the responsible organizations and groups together and beginning
to work collaboratively.
117. However, in many cases, independent facilitation in the early stage of Step 1b is supported
by grant funding through the national government, an external donor, or a communitybased group. While this provides significant flexibility and efficiency, it can also leave
implementation very vulnerable if the river basin management plan has not been taken up
formally into the policy mandates and business cycles of the existing responsible
institutions, or if suitable public sector institutional capacity has not been firmly
established, once the grant funding ceases.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
118. Refer to Handbooks 2, 3, 5 and 7 for further detailed guidance.
119. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box H:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties on establishing appropriate institutional
arrangements at river basin level
Parties should also refer to guidelines in Box C related to national policy and programmes for
establishment of river basin management institutions.
H1. Establish appropriate mechanisms to bring together all major relevant groups, such as
government, municipalities, water regulatory bodies, academic institutions, industries,
farmers, local communities, NGOs, etc., to participate in the management of the river
basin. (See also Guideline C4.)
H2. Develop and implement programmes to strengthen the capacity of river basin
management institutions (see also Guidelines Box F related to implementation capacity;
Guidelines Boxes D and I related to CEPA).

Step 2: Developing CEPA programmes and stakeholder participation processes at river
basin level
What is this step and why is it important ?
120. The purpose of this step is to design, plan and initiate a broad programme of stakeholder
participation at river basin level, supported by a range of targeted as well as ongoing CEPA
activities and products. The objectives of such a programme would be:
•
•

to ensure that stakeholder interests, particularly those related to wetlands and
wetland services, are identified and addressed in river basin management policy,
planning, decision-making, implementation, monitoring and review; and
to promote, facilitate and support the meaningful participation of stakeholders in all
aspects of river basin management.
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How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
121. Although, for convenience, this is noted as a single discrete step in Figure 1, in fact the
participation of interested, affected and accountable stakeholders is a process that should
continue throughout the cycle of the Critical Path.
122. At different steps, different stakeholders may need to be involved, and the process may
take various forms from awareness-raising through participatory appraisal, consultation,
participation and formal negotiation.
123. Participation is included in Step 2 because the participatory process should be designed
early in the cycle and properly resourced. Training, as well as the preparation of
information and learning materials, may be needed well ahead of the key planning step of
setting priorities (Step 4). In addition, it is important to allow enough time to identify all
the relevant stakeholders, well before key implementation decisions are taken.
124. Ensuring that stakeholders can participate fully in river basin management is particularly
important when the protection and wise use of wetlands, land and water resources in the
basin depend upon the commitment and willingness of those stakeholders to implement
agreed actions within the river basin management plan, such as maintenance of riparian
vegetation, compliance with limits on resource utilisation, compliance with water quality
standards, or implementation of agreed management practices.
Who is involved in this step ?
125. This step can be undertaken or initiated by an independent facilitator or expert group
supported by external or grant funding. However, partly to ensure long-term stability of
the process, and partly to ensure its legitimacy and representivity, it is preferable for the
lead agent to be a public sector institution or organization responsible for river basin
management. This does not necessarily require a river basin management agency to have
been established prior to initiating the CEPA step, but there should at least be
collaborative institutional arrangements in place at river basin level, in order to provide a
legitimate framework and official support for stakeholder participation.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
125. Refer to Ramsar Handbooks 4, 5, and 7 (3rd edition) for further detailed guidance.
126. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box I:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties on CEPA programmes and stakeholder participation
processes at river basin level
I1.

Apply the Guidelines in Box D relating to CEPA programmes, incorporating wetlands,
water resources and land use information specific to the river basin, in order to develop
tailored CEPA materials, campaigns, programmes, and training initiatives.
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I2.

Apply the Guidelines in Box E relating to sectoral cooperation and stakeholder
participation in river basin management, ensuring that i) consultative processes are suited
to the local socio-economic conditions in the river basin and that ii) the participation of
stakeholders is supported where necessary by appropriate funding, capacity building,
consensus-building, and conflict resolution mechanisms.

5.3

Planning phase at river basin level

Step 3: Undertaking wetland-related inventories and assessments to support river basin
planning
What is this step and why is it important?
127. This step involves the collation, collection and preparation of appropriate information
related to the biophysical, ecological and socio-economic aspects of the river basin. The
purpose of this step is to provide a sufficient basis for agreeing on priorities (Step 4) and
management objectives for the river basin (Step 5), particularly those objectives related to
wetlands and wetland ecosystems within the basin.
128. This step has three components that are specifically wetland-related:
i)

Step 3a: Inventory of wetlands, including wetland-related services in the river basin;

ii)

Step 3b: Assessment of the functions and values of wetlands and wetland-related
services in the river basin, including assessment of the hydrological and water
resource functions of wetlands, the ecological functions of wetlands within the
broader ecoregion, and the socio-economic functions and values of wetlands (such
as those related to human health, food and water security, livelihood and poverty
reduction, adaptation to climate change, and cultural practices);

iii)

Step 3c: Assessment of current status and trends in the wetlands and wetland-related
services, as well as the degree to which the wetlands are potentially fulfilling their
identified functions.

129. Wetlands can be managed in ways that deliver not only a range of water resource
management objectives, such as maintaining the reliability and quality of water supplies,
recharging groundwater supplies, reducing erosion, and protecting people from floods, but
also a range of services considered valuable in other sectors, such as health, agriculture,
tourism and fisheries.
130. It is important to have good information on where the wetlands are in the river basin,
what their functions are, what services they provide, and what the values are of those
services and functions to people in the basin and outside the basin. Having this
information available makes it possible to assess the role that wetlands could play in the
management of water resources within the basin, as well as in other related sectors.
131. Numerous studies throughout the world have shown that it is almost always more costeffective to maintain natural wetlands than to drain or convert the wetlands to other (often
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marginal) uses and then try to provide the same services through structural control
measures such as dams, embankments, water treatment facilities, etc. In many cases it has
also been found cost-effective to restore or even create wetlands to provide these services
and functions rather than to create expensive engineering structures.
132. There are various methodologies in use for systematically addressing the roles and values
of wetlands in spatial planning, land use management, and river basin management. Parties
can review these for suitability in the case of each river basin, depending on the local
situation in terms of complexity of land use, size of the basin, data availability, and
technical capacity within the institutions responsible for the planning phase.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
133. This is a step that can be initiated relatively early, and it can run in parallel with the
preparatory phase (policy and institutional development as well as initiation of
participation and consultation processes). The scope of work and the level of technical
detail required for these studies is partly influenced by priority-setting in Step 4 -- while
rapid assessment techniques are often appropriate to determine the relative importance
and functions of wetlands within a river basin, it may be necessary to return to Step 3 to
undertake more detailed or intensive field studies on specific wetland ecosystems that are
considered priorities within the river basin due to their importance or sensitivity.
Nevertheless, Step 3 can begin with desktop studies if necessary, later progressing to much
more detailed field work, according to a fieldwork and measurement programme that is
informed by planning priorities.
134. An important component of the technical studies in Step 3 is to consider the water
quantity and quality requirements of wetland ecosystems within the river basin, since this
information will be needed in Step 4 for setting relative priorities within the basin,
particularly for water resources planning purposes. Initial estimates and assessments of
Environmental Water Requirements should be undertaken in Step 3 if this information is
not yet available. Later, more intensive studies and detailed field work may be required in
order to refine these assessments for conversion to formal water allocations in Step 5.
135. There is an important point of synchronisation and integration with broader water sector
planning and management cycles at this point in the cycle (see Figure 2). Ideally, the
wetlands-related inventory and assessment steps should be undertaken at the same time as
a broader water resources situation assessment and hydrological yield analysis or yield
estimation for the river basin. This provides opportunities for information about the water
quantity and quality requirements of wetlands, as well as the water resources functions and
values of wetlands, to be fully integrated into water resources planning studies and the
preparation of water use and water demand scenarios. These scenarios will then reflect
more accurately the true costs and benefits of various water management options,
particularly in relation to water allocations for maintaining wetland ecosystems and their
associated ecosystem services.
136. Specialised and highly targeted CEPA processes and products may be required, in order to
bridge any technical gaps between the two sectors at this point (see discussion on
communication between the water and wetlands sectors). For example, there may be a
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need to ensure that spatial, hydrological and geographic data are easily transferable and that
the scale and resolution of information from both sectors are compatible.
137. In Step 3, Parties should consider initiating a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA)
process for the river basin. If SEA is initiated early in Step 3, then the information
requirements of the SEA process can be addressed when developing the scope and terms
of reference for the technical studies that are part of Steps 3a, 3b and 3c. The SEA process
can complement and support the river basin planning process by providing a basis for
decisions regarding priorities and objectives for the basin. SEA can also help to provide a
planning baseline against which to evaluate project-specific Environmental Impact
Assessments (EIA) and Cost-Benefit Analyses (CBA) in the implementation phase (Steps
7a and 7b). Guidance on EIA and SEA can be found in Ramsar Handbook 13 (3rd edition).
Who is involved in this step ?
138. This step is primarily a technical task and should involve suitably qualified scientific and
technical specialists in the gathering and preparation of the information. However, it is
important also to involve stakeholders in this step in order to ensure that as much local
knowledge as possible is made available, whether that knowledge is traditional or from
other scientific studies. Involvement of local universities, research organizations, and
technical personnel from local government departments will enhance the breadth and
value of information collected, and it will help to ensure credibility as well as providing
opportunities to build capacity for future collaboration in the implementation phase.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
•
•
•
•

•

For more information on inventory and assessment of wetlands, refer to Ramsar
Handbooks 11 (Inventory, Assessment and Monitoring); 12 (Wetland Inventory); 10 (Coastal
Management);
For more information on understanding and quantifying groundwater-wetlands
interactions, see Handbook 9 (Managing Groundwater).
For more information on valuation of wetlands and their associated services, see
Ramsar Technical Report no. 3 (Valuing wetlands).
For more information on determination of environmental water requirements, see
Ramsar Handbook 8 (Water Allocation and Management), RTR [determination and
implementation of environment water requirements]; RTR [determination of
environmental water requirements for estuaries and the nearshore]; RTR
[determination of environmental water requirements for rivers]; and Resolution
VIII.2 (Recommendations of the World Commission on Dams).
For more information on Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), see Ramsar
Handbook 13 (Impact Assessment) and Resolution [X.00 on EIA and SEA].

139. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box J:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to inventory, assessment and enhancement of
the role of wetlands in river basin management
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J1.

Review information on functional and biodiversity assessment methodologies and the
ways in which these can be applied to improve integration of wetlands into river basin
management; adapt these to local situations.

J2.

Undertake studies to identify the ecosystem services and the functions and benefits to
water management that are provided by the wetlands within each river basin, ensuring that
such studies address interactions between groundwater and wetlands as well as
environmental water requirements of wetland ecosystems.

J3.

Based on the findings of inventory and assessment of wetlands, protect urgently through
appropriate actions the remaining wetland areas that contribute to water resource
management. (See also Guideline B9 relating to protected areas.)

J4.

Consider the rehabilitation or restoration of degraded wetlands, or the creation of
additional constructed wetlands within river basins, to provide services related to water
management (refer to Resolutions VII.17 and VIII.16).

J5.

Ensure adequate consideration in river basin management programmes of non-structural
flood control methods that take advantage of the natural functions of wetlands (for
example, restoring floodplain wetlands or creating flood corridors) to supplement or
replace existing flood control infrastructure.

Assessment of current and future supply and demand for water
140. An essential component of decision-making in river basin management is knowledge of
both current and future supply of and demand upon water resources in a river basin,
taking into consideration the possible impacts of climate change. Current and future
assessments of the resource need to focus on the human uses of water (such as irrigation,
hydro-electricity, and domestic or industrial water supply) as well as the water required to
sustain wetland ecosystems within different parts of a river basin. Water demands and
environmental water requirements should be defined in terms of water quantity as well as
water quality.
141. Environmental water requirements can be more complex to quantify than human
demands, and consequently they have often been ignored or underestimated in projected
water demands. Ignoring environmental water requirements may lead to major
environmental, economic and social problems associated with loss of ecosystem services,
such as collapse of fisheries or downstream saline intrusion. It is also important to
recognize that the greatest damage to the environment may occur during extreme events
rather than from the average situation.
142. Socio-economic systems are constantly changing, and therefore it is often necessary to
develop a range of future demand scenarios and to develop flexible sustainable use
strategies that can be adapted to a range of circumstances. Linked to the assessment of
water demands is the identification and resolution of the significant water-related problems
arising from the demand patterns identified in the scenarios. These problems should not
be restricted to issues related to human activities but should also include ecological
problems such as adaptation to reduced water supply or quality within certain ecosystems.
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143. Water demand, in excess of the water required to meet basic human needs for drinking,
cooking and personal hygiene, is significantly influenced by the economic incentives for
water and wetland use. Provision of incentives for practising environmentally sustainable
water use can help to minimise the impacts on wetland areas. The price of water should
reflect, as far as possible, the true economic cost of supplying the water and should
recognize the economic value of other services supplied by wetlands. These other services
might be lost or reduced as a result of abstracting water to meet demands for water supply
or allowing waste discharges in order to meet demands for waste disposal options.
144. Water pricing policies should encourage the optimisation of water use, while also
recognizing the significant public health-related value of access to safe, reliable water.
Within a sectoral policy context, incentives for sustainable use of water resources need to
be provided. Equally, environmentally unsound or inequitable incentives which are
encouraging practices that are unsustainable need to be identified and removed. (Refer to
Resolution VII.15 and Resolution VIII.23.)
145. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box K:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to the identification of current and future
supply and demand for water
K1. Undertake assessments of current and potential future water supply and demand for water
resources within the river basin to meet both ecological and human requirements and
identify areas of potential shortage or conflict.
K2. Undertake assessments to establish the economic and social costs that are likely to result if
the ecological water demands are not met. (See also Handbook 8 (Water allocation and
management); Resolution VIII.1 and Resolutions VIII.2.)
K3. Based on the above assessments, develop mechanisms to solve problems and conflicts
over water quantity and quality at both national and river basin levels within the country.
(See also Guidelines E1 and I2.)
K4. Within an appropriate national policy framework, develop appropriate demand
management and water pricing strategies to assist in sustaining the ecological functions and
values of water resources and wetlands in the river basin. (See also Guideline B6.)
K5. Review relevant incentive/perverse incentive measures and consider removing those
measures that lead to destruction/degradation of wetlands in the river basin; introduce or
enhance measures that will encourage restoration and wise use of wetlands. (Refer to
Resolutions VII.15, VII.17, VIII.16 and VIII.23.)

Step 4: Setting agreed priorities for wetlands in the basin
What is this step and why is it important ?
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146. This step involves consideration of all the wetlands and wetland ecosystems in the river
basin, including their interconnections with each other and with water and land resources
in the basin. This should be a broadly consultative process, based on the information
gathered during Step 3 on biophysical, ecological and socio-economic processes and
priorities in the basin, to identify the relative importance of the range of ecosystem services
currently or potentially provided by all the wetlands in the river basin.
147. Some wetlands might be afforded a higher protection status than others, due to their
importance in conservation, hydrological, economic, social or cultural terms, their
sensitivity, or the dependence of local populations upon their services. The protection
status of a wetland is likely to influence the development of water and land use objectives
not only in the immediate surrounding area of the wetland, but possibly also in the broader
river basin. Hence, it is necessary to take a strategic view of the whole river basin and the
wetlands within the basin in order to reconcile and integrate sectoral needs and demands
with the needs for protection and management of the basin’s wetlands.
148. The protection and restoration of wetlands is an important element of strategic planning
within each river basin, not only because the wetlands provide services that can assist with
water management, but also because wetlands are critical ecosystems that deserve
protection and restoration in their own right. (Refer also to Resolutions VII.17 and
VIII.16.)
149. Many wetland-dependent species, especially fish and amphibians, require management in
the river basin context to ensure their survival. In most countries, the protection of
habitats and wildlife is conducted according to administrative boundaries and not river
basin boundaries. This can lead to protection measures for one site or species being
nullified by activities elsewhere in the river basin which, for example, block migration of
the fish species or water flow to the wetland site. The restoration of degraded wetlands is
one of the most important possibilities for reversing the trend of declining biological
diversity within river basins.
150. The List of designated Ramsar sites provides a tool for recognizing and agreeing on
wetlands of international importance, which in turn will convey a high protection status in
the river basin management plan, but similar tools are needed to recognize wetlands of
regional, national or local importance, or those of hydrological importance within a basin.
Note also that not all wetlands which qualify as internationally important have as yet been
designated by Contracting Parties, and the importance of any such sites not yet designated
should also be taken into account.
151. Several planning approaches and frameworks have been developed and applied in
structured planning processes that facilitate the integration of wetland services, functions
and values into river basin management. Parties are encouraged to review those that are
available and assess their suitability for local situations and different river basins.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
152. Step 4 is an essential precursor to Step 5. Outcomes of Step 4 should provide information
on relative priorities, qualitative management objectives, and management strategies for
wetlands in the river basin. This information should reflect a multisectoral, multi-
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stakeholder agreement on how the river basin and its resources will be managed to meet,
in a sustainable manner, sectoral needs and demands. The qualitative objectives developed
in Step 4 form the basis for derivation of quantitative and detailed river basin management
objectives in Step 5.
153. The relative priorities for protection and restoration of wetlands in the river basin should
also inform the prioritisation of implementation actions later in the implementation phase
(Steps 7a and 7b). Ensuring that activities in Step 4 are formalized, participatory and wellinformed will greatly assist in prioritizing implementation actions later, including the use of
financial resources as well as the allocation of water.
Who is involved in this step ?
154. In order to facilitate the achievement of consensus on the river basin management plan in
Step 6, it is important that this step 4 includes all stakeholders and that it is well structured
and formalized, with appropriate records of decisions on the relative priorities of all
wetlands in the river basin.
155. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box L:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties for prioritizing the protection and restoration of
wetlands and their biodiversity
L1.

Assess the status of wetlands and their biodiversity in each river basin and, where
indicated, undertake the actions needed to provide better protection measures, taking into
account also the need for protecting wetlands whose functions and services are important
for water resources management. (See also Guidelines B9 and J3.)

L2.

In assessing the status of wetlands in each river basin, consider the inclusion of key sites in
the List of Wetlands of International Importance (Ramsar List).

L3.

Ensure that management plans for Ramsar sites and other wetlands are prepared taking
into consideration the potential off-site impacts from within the river basin, as well as the
site-specific issues. (Refer to Resolution 5.7, Ramsar COP5.)

L4.

Review and, where necessary, adjust regulations and procedures for conservation of
wetland-related biodiversity, especially for fish and other aquatic species, to protect rare
species and prevent over-exploitation of more common species.

Step 5: Setting quantitative management objectives for wetlands in the basin
What is this step and why is it important ?
156. In this Step 5, the priorities agreed for wetlands in the preceding Step 4 should be
translated into practical, measurable, implementable and enforceable management
objectives for wetlands in the river basin. The wetland objectives should address all of the
aspects necessary for protection, management and wise use of wetlands in the river basin,
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including water quantity and quality, land use, habitat protection, resource utilisation and
exploitation, restoration, and biodiversity conservation.
157. The wetland objectives arising from Step 5 should then be integrated into the broader river
basin management plan (Step 6) through the development of specific targets, timelines,
action plans and operating rules for the river basin that can give effect to the wetlands
objectives.
158. In setting quantitative management objectives for wetlands in the river basin, it is
particularly important to maintain the natural characteristics (water quantity and water
quality) of water regimes as far as possible. Wetland ecosystems depend on the
maintenance of the natural water regimes such as flows, quantity and quality, temperature,
and timing to maintain their biodiversity, functions and values. The construction of
structures that prevent the flow of water, and of channels that carry water out of the
floodplain faster than would occur naturally, result in the degradation of natural wetlands
and eventual loss of the services they provide. In this respect, Parties should note
Resolution VIII.1, Guidelines for the allocation and management of water for maintaining the ecological
function of wetlands.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
159. The quantitative management objectives provide the baseline against which to assess
environmental impacts of current and future land and water developments (in
implementation Step 7). These objectives also need to be integrated into the business
planning of the responsible land, water and wetlands management agencies, as well as into
any community or customary use agreements and into other sectoral policies.
Who is involved in this step ?
160. This is primarily a scientific task, but it requires the participation of responsible agencies as
well as affected stakeholders.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
161. Refer to Ramsar Handbooks 7, 8 and 16, and Ramsar Technical Report (in prep.)
“Reviews of environmental flow methodologies for wetlands” for further detailed
guidance. See also Handbook 8 (Water allocation and management) and Resolution VIII.2.
162. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box M:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to the maintenance of natural water regimes
to maintain wetlands
M1. Undertake studies to determine appropriate flow regimes for meeting the environmental
water requirements of wetland ecosystems in the river basin, including water quantity and
water quality, considering minimum flows and taking into account natural seasonal and
inter-annual variability.
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M2. With this information, establish the optimum flow allocations and regimes in the river
basin to maintain key wetlands and other key ecological services and functions of river
basins.
M3. In situations where available information on biological parameters and physical habitat is
inadequate for a definitive determination of the environmental water requirements of
wetlands, use the precautionary principle to maintain the natural situation as closely as
possible.
M4. Develop sustainable water allocation plans for the various resource users within the river
basin, including allocating water to maintain wetlands.
M5. Regulate and monitor the impacts of land use in the river basin (agriculture, urban
development, forestry, mining) and major infrastructure developments (levees,
embankments, roadways, weirs, small dams and cuttings) undertaken within river and
flood corridors and near wetlands.

Step 6: Preparing an integrated land and water management plan for the basin
What is this step and why is it important ?
163. This step involves the development of an integrated plan for management of wetlands,
land and water resources in the river basin, according to the priorities and needs agreed
upon in Steps 4 and 5. Whether this is an initial concept plan (based on desktop studies
and containing limited detail) or a comprehensive operational plan for land, water and
wetland management in the basin, ideally there should be a formal plan, signed off by all
the responsible sectoral agencies, and with one institution formally accepting the lead role
in implementation.
164. There is no single best way to set out such an integrated plan, and each country or basin
should consider what format and structure would be most appropriate for its own
situation. If a statutory river basin management institution has been established, and has
been given the responsibility for preparation of the river basin management plan, then that
institution may prepare a single plan that addresses the roles and responsibilities of all the
relevant sectors. Alternatively, each sector might prepare a plan for its own activities and
responsibilities, but these sectoral plans should be coordinated at river basin level.
165. A river basin management plan, whether simple or detailed, should include certain
elements in order to facilitate later implementation:
•
•
•

The plan should clearly set out targets, timelines, action plans, operating rules and
responsibilities, based on the outcomes of Steps 4 and 5.
The plan should include an appropriate monitoring and reporting programme for
the basin that is designed to deliver information related to the actual management
objectives that have been agreed upon for the river basin.
The plan should provide specific information on how the responsible institutions
and agencies will respond to information arising from the monitoring and reporting
programme.
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•

•

The plan should indicate how resources and funding will be made available to
support ongoing river basin management activities, both for institutional
coordinating functions as well as for on-the-ground implementation such as habitat
restoration projects.
There should be a clear statement regarding the process of review of the plan: how
often the overall basin plan will be reviewed and the processes to be followed for
review and revision when revision is indicated.

166. The river basin plan should include a plan and programme for implementation. This is
particularly important, to avoid subsequent delays between the planning and
implementation phases. See also the section 4.1 above on the preparatory phase at national
level.
167. Many technically sound river basin management initiatives do not get beyond the planning
stage into implementation. While it is recognized that some of the obstacles to
implementation are political, and some are technical, a significant factor in promoting
successful transition from planning to implementation is to have a practical
implementation programme in place before the end of the planning phase. This
implementation programme should be realistic and designed to be feasible within the
constraints of the human resource capacity, technical capacity, and financial capacity of the
river basin management institutions at national and river basin levels.
168. The implementation programme should take account of possible needs for phased
implementation, especially in basins that are very large, or where institutional capacity is
limited, or where significant problems must be addressed that are associated with longterm degradation of wetlands, land and water resources. Implementation could be phased
geographically, i.e., at different times in different sub-basins, or it could be phased
sectorally, i.e., addressing certain sectoral priorities before others, depending on the
priorities agreed in Step 4.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical path ?
169. This is a step at which it is essential that the different sectoral planning and management
processes are synchronized and integrated, or at least coordinated. This is another key step
at which specialist CEPA programmes and products may be needed, to support crosssectoral communication, collaborative planning, and harmonization of sectoral objectives.
Who is involved in this step ?
170. This step should be led by the river basin management institution who has the mandate for
preparation of the integrated river basin management plan. While technical specialists may
be needed to assist in drawing up the plan, the responsible institution should “own” the
plan and should coordinate with the other sectoral agencies and institutions that will give
effect to the integrated plan through their own sectoral implementation programmes.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
171. Refer to Ramsar Handbooks 1, [7], 10, 12, and 16 for further detailed guidance. See also
Guidelines Box F above.
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Planning for implementation: assessing and minimising the impacts of land use and
water development projects on wetlands and their biodiversity
172. The impacts of existing land use and water development projects on river systems and
wetlands in a river basin need to be monitored and controlled through the coordination
and integration of regulations and guidelines on forestry, agriculture, mining and
extraction, urban development and water management, and water use. In many cases the
implementation of such regulations and guidelines may lead to advantages for the land and
water users themselves -- through improved economic efficiency, enhanced production,
and better health and quality of life.
173. It is necessary to ensure that appropriate enforcement and compliance mechanisms are in
place and are being effectively implemented in support of the integrated river basin
management plan.
174. Proposed new land use and water development projects should be considered against the
integrated management objectives for the river basin, to ensure that the agreed river basin
management objectives are not compromised by the impacts of new projects and
developments. In a number of cases it has been found that the social and economic losses
as a result of degradation of wetlands due to land use and water development projects have
been significantly greater than the benefits gained from the projects themselves.
175. A range of assessment techniques is available to identify social and environmental costs of
land use and water development projects and activities. These include Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA), Social Impact Assessment (SIA), Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA),
and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA). It is important that the relevant assessment
techniques be applied within a regulatory context and in broadly consultative processes
involving all stakeholders. The assessments should provide all the information necessary
for approval or refusal of a project, including the information needed to determine
appropriate licence conditions and mitigation requirements, including the periods before,
during and after the project lifespan.
176. The report of the World Commission on Dams provides a significant amount of guidance
with regard to assessing and minimising the impacts of water development projects (see
Resolution VIII.2).
177. In order to fully assess the costs and benefits or proposed new projects, it is important to
have good information on the values of wetlands and their services, as well as the potential
social and economic costs of losing those services. Some of this information should have
been gathered during the studies described in Step 3.
178. Another very helpful framework against which to assess potential project impacts is a
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for an entire river basin (see also Step 3). If the
SEA framework is in place, this can greatly facilitate the consideration of project
proposals, definition of the scope of work for project-specific EIA, SEA and CBA.
Additional information and guidance related to this aspect
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179. Refer to Handbook 13 (Impact Assessment), Handbook 8 (Water allocation and management),
Handbook 9 (Managing groundwater), and Resolution VIII.2 (Report of the World Commission on
Dams).
180. The following guidelines should be noted:
Guidelines Box N:
Guidelines for assessing and minimising the impacts of land use and water development
projects on wetlands and their biodiversity
N1. Develop integrated land use plans for each river basin as a means to minimise the impact
of different activities and land uses on the river and wetland systems as well as local
residents. (See also Guidelines B3 and B9.)
N2. Develop and enforce appropriate regulations to control land uses, especially forestry,
agriculture, mining or urban waste management, so as to minimise their impact on river
and wetland ecosystems. (See also Guideline B3.)
N3. Carry out Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA)
studies for land use or water development projects which may have significant impacts on
rivers and wetlands, using independent multidisciplinary teams and in consultation with all
stakeholders, and consider alternative proposals including the no-development option.
N4. Disseminate the findings of any EIA and CBA in a form that can be readily understood by
all stakeholders.
N5. Ensure that there are adequate control and mitigation measures to minimise or
compensate for impacts if land use or water development projects are allowed to proceed.
N6. Ensure that proposals for water development projects are carefully reviewed at their initial
stages to determine whether non-structural alternatives may be feasible, possible, and
desirable alternatives.
N7. Take all necessary actions in order to minimise the impact of land use or water
development projects on wetland biodiversity, ecosystem services, and socio-economic
benefits during the construction phase and longer-term operation.
N8. Ensure that the project design/planning process includes a step by step process to
integrate environmental issues, especially initial biodiversity/resource surveys and postproject evaluation and monitoring.
N9. Incorporate long-term social benefit and cost considerations into the process from the
very initial stages of project preparation.
5.4

Implementation phase at river basin level

Step 7: Implementation at river basin and wetland levels
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What is this step and why is it important ?
181. Step 7 addresses parallel, coordinated implementation of the river basin management plan
at two levels: river basin level (Step 7b) and wetland level (Step 7a). At wetland level, the
responsibility for implementation may lie with a single sector (the wetlands sector), and
possibly even with a single agency or institution. At river basin level, the lead institution
may be a statutory river basin management agency or an institution or group of institutions
working in collaboration. Whatever institutional arrangements are in place, implementation
of the management plan at basin level will require coordination and integration among all
the relevant sectors.
182. It can be very challenging to implement two kinds of instruments, a basin-level plan and a
wetland-level plan, in parallel and in a way that ensures integration, consistency and
synchronisation of activities at the necessary times and places.
183. Typical problems arising in implementation include:
•
•
•

Sectoral spatial and temporal planning scales are often very different, depending on
the sector and the objectives, and separate agencies may be responsible for the lead
in each case.
Business planning and budget cycles amongst the sectoral agencies may not be
matched.
Effective communication channels for data, information, policy and responses to
problems may not have been established.

184. These problems are amongst the aspects that should be considered in the preparatory
phase at river basin level, and appropriate solutions should be developed during the
planning phase to facilitate coordination of implementation activities later.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
185. This step is dependent on the preparatory and planning phases having been completed to
an appropriate level of detail. Three critical gaps in particular that can lead to problems in
this step are:
•
•

•

inadequate provisions for implementation capacity (see section 4.1 above);
failure to establish adequate institutional arrangements within the public sector to
give effect to aspects of the river basin management plan (such as enforcement of
discharge permits, operation of dams and other hydrological control structures, or
collection of fees and tariffs) (see section 4.1 above and Step 1b);
inadequate attention in the planning phase to the design and support for an
appropriate implementation programme (see Step 6).

186. Implementation is more likely to progress, especially in the early stages, if a realistic and
clear implementation programme has been included in the river basin management plan,
and has been taken up into the plans and programmes of all the relevant sectors whose
activities influence land, water and wetlands within the basin.
Who is involved in this step ?
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187. Sometimes the day-to-day problems of working in parallel can be addressed through a
joint working group that is fully inclusive of the various agencies and interest groups. This
could have the status of, for example, the governing board of a river basin management
agency if one is in place, or it may be a much less formal working group of technical
officials who meet often to discuss and resolve operational problems.
188. Whatever the level at which the joint working group is established, it needs political
support from the highest levels of all the organizations and agencies that are members of
the working group. If this political support is not forthcoming, then committed technical
field officials can often address most operational problems, but their work may be greatly
hampered by legal challenges (for example, related to water allocations) and lack of
organizational policy guidelines.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
189. Refer to Ramsar Handbooks 7, 8, 16, and 13 and Ramsar Technical Report (in prep.) on
“Determination and implementation of environmental water requirements for wetlands”
for further detailed guidance.

Step 8: Monitoring and reporting
What is this step and why is it important ?
190. The long-term sustainability of monitoring networks, the curation of the data, and the
preparation and dissemination of reports are critical issues for implementation. Adaptive
ecosystem management approaches generally rely on the inclusion of explicit monitoring
and reporting steps to close the cycle. This step provides the “glue” which holds the whole
Critical Path together. Yet monitoring and reporting activities are often those for which
the least time and money is budgeted, and they are often the first to be cut back when
budgets are tight.
191. It is likely that some of the management objectives will be social or economic, related to
livelihood protection and enhancement. For these, the monitoring programme will then
also need to provide information to track progress on these objectives, as well as on more
widely-understood hydrological and ecological objectives. Performance criteria against
which to evaluate the progress and management of planning and implementation activities
are also necessary.
192. Reports presenting information on status, trends and progress may need to be packaged in
different ways for different audiences such as politicians, agency managers, stakeholders,
and community interest groups. Here, CEPA processes and products play an important
role in preparing information for consultation, decision-making and planning at various
levels in the river basin.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
193. Monitoring programmes need to be designed against the priorities and objectives set in
Steps 4 and 5. There is little value in monitoring if the resulting information cannot be
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used to assess achievement of or progress towards the agreed management objectives for
the river basin and for the wetlands within the basin.
194. Information will also be needed in the strategic review phase (Step 9) to guide review and
possible revision of plans and objectives. The design of reports to support this activity
should be considered as an important aspect of the monitoring and reporting programme.
Who is involved in this step ?
195. It is possible that some of the necessary data might already be collected on a routine basis
by one or more of the responsible sectoral agencies at river basin, national, regional or
even international level. In such cases, the need at river basin level might be to identify
who is monitoring, where they are monitoring, what they are measuring and how often,
and then to initiate a process of coordination and collaboration to enhance the sharing and
transferability of relevant information wherever possible. In other cases, there might be
few or no other relevant monitoring programmes in place, and the river basin management
institution will need to develop and implement its own programme.
196. It is important to identify, as early as possible but at least in the river basin management
plan (Step 6), who will take on the responsibility for managing data and information for
the river basin as a whole. This function could be undertaken by, for example, a local
university on behalf of the river basin management institution, or by a dedicated
department within the river basin management institution. Whoever takes on the
responsibility should have adequate long-term technical, infrastructural, and competency
capacity to do so, and the necessary human and financial resources should be secured.
197. The local community can also play an important role in managing and monitoring
wetlands and rivers. Community-based monitoring programmes have the potential to
generate very useful information for river basin management, and they can be excellent for
early warning of potential problems. However, the greatest value of community-based
monitoring programmes may be in raising awareness and interest amongst communities
and individuals, which can lead to behavioral changes that can significantly benefit
wetlands and water resources in a river basin.
Additional information and guidelines related to this step
198. Refer to Handbooks 7, 9, 11, 16 for further information.
5.5

Strategic phase at river basin level

Step 9: Review, reflect and revisit plans and priorities
What is this step and why is it important ?
199. Like monitoring, this is an essential step whose importance is generally greatly
underestimated.
200. There are two levels of review:
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•

At the operational level, monitoring results can and should feed back very quickly
into refined management objectives or remedial actions, without necessarily
requiring substantive review of the formal basin and wetland management plans.

•

Formal strategic review of wetland and basin management plans should be
conducted on a regular basis (5 to 10 years is an appropriate time period, but it can
be matched to business planning cycles). As a result of this review, management
priorities and objectives may be substantively revised (rather than just refined) to
take account of changing ecological, social or economic conditions.

201. If carried out properly at both operational and strategic levels, this review step closes the
Critical Path cycle and ensures effective “learning-by-doing”, which is the foundation
principle of adaptive management of ecosystems.
How does this step relate to others in the Critical Path ?
202. This step relates to the Critical Path in two ways.
•

First, as a retrospective review of a full cycle of river basin management, it is the last
step in the sequence. Having adequate and appropriate information available for a
strategic review step depends upon all the preceding steps having been undertaken
to an adequate level to inform dialogue and decision-making on future priorities for
the river basin.

•

Secondly, this step should be the starting point for “retrofitting”, i.e., attempting to
begin integrating wetlands for the first time into an already existing river basin
management process.

203. In a case where such “retrofitting” is planned, it is often helpful to begin with as full a
strategic review (Step 9) as is possible with the available information. All available
information related to management of the river basin, past and current, should be gathered
and synthesised for such an assessment. This should include biophysical, ecological, socioeconomic and institutional, as well as relevant information on the activities, plans and
information held by other sectoral agencies.
Who is involved in this step ?
204. The preparation of a situation assessment can often be undertaken by an independent
individual or organization, possibly with external support or with support from a relevant
sectoral agency intending to lead the initiation of river basin management planning. Most
often, this would be a water sector agency or institution, at national or river basin level.
205. In a strategic review, the responsible river basin management institution should lead the
dialogue and decision-making activities associated with this step. Preparation of the
information required to support dialogue and decision-making could be carried out with
assistance from external specialists if the institution does not have sufficient capacity.
Additional information and guidance related to this step
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206. Refer to Ramsar Handbooks 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 12, 14, 16, and Ramsar Technical Report (in
prep.) “Determination and implementation of environmental water requirements for
wetlands” for further detailed guidance.

6.

Integrating wetlands into river basin management: international
cooperation and partnerships

207. All of the principles, guidelines and information provided in the preceding sections,
dealing with the phases of integrated river basin management, are applicable to
transboundary river basins. Transboundary river basins includes those basins that are
shared by two or more countries, and also those basins whose management may be shared
between different administrative units, for example between states in a federal system.
208. The challenges associated with communication, participation, collaboration and
institutional arrangements in transboundary river basin management, and in management
of wetlands within transboundary river basins, are more complex but not very different in
nature to those same challenges in river basins that lie entirely within one political or
administrative boundary.
209. In a transboundary river basin, more time and attention might be needed to effect
harmonization of laws and policies, as well as other international agreements, in the
preparatory phase. CEPA and participatory processes may need to consider multiple
languages and cultures within a transboundary basin. Sectoral planning processes will need
to take account not only of the needs and priorities of other sectors, but also of other
countries that share the basin.
210. Even though it is challenging, transboundary river basin management has the potential to
be a “catalyst for cooperation” (WWAP, 20066) rather than a source of conflicts.
6.1

Special issues related to shared river basin and wetland systems

211. In cases where a river basin is shared between two or more Contracting Parties, the
Ramsar Convention’s Article 5 makes it clear that these Parties are expected to cooperate
in the management of such resources.
212. The declaration of the Second World Water Forum in Paris, in March 1998, emphasized
that riverine countries need to have a common vision for the efficient management and
effective protection of shared water resources. The Africa Water Vision 20257 takes the
view that “water basins serve as a basis for regional cooperation and development, and are
treated as natural assets for all within such basins”.
213. There is a range of possible institutional arrangements that might facilitate cooperation
between countries that share a river basin. The most formal arrangement might be the
establishment of an international river basin organization or commission, created by
several basin countries to facilitate consultation and broad coordination, with appropriate
statutory and regulatory powers delegated to it by the member countries.
214. Less formal arrangements might include bilateral and multilateral joint technical groups,
established for the purpose of sharing information about the basin and its management
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and for cooperating on implementation at technical levels, such as in joint monitoring
programmes.
215. As a minimum, countries sharing a drainage basin are encouraged to establish frequent
specific contacts in order to exchange information on wetlands and river basin
management. Options for this include:
•
•
•
•

establishing networks for monitoring and exchanging data on the water quality and
quantity in the basin;
a joint analysis of information on the quantity and type of water used for various
purposes in each country;
exchange of information on protection measures for groundwater, upper catchments
and wetlands;
sharing of information on structural and non-structural mechanisms for regulating
flow for navigation and flood prevention.

216. The aim should be the preparation of technical reports on the river basin, including
information on the needs of the local inhabitants in each part of the basin, as well as
existing or potential problems in parts of the river basin that require separate or
collaborative efforts to deal with them.
6.2

Partnerships with relevant conventions, organizations and initiatives

217. In order to undertake an effective approach to promoting the integration of wetland
conservation and wise use into river basin management, it is important that the
Contracting Parties to the Ramsar Convention be aware of, and take into consideration,
the related activities of other international conventions, organizations and initiatives.
218. The sustainable use of freshwater has been identified as a critical component of Agenda 21
and as such has been the focus of a series of meetings under the auspices of the United
Nation’s Commission on Sustainable Development and other UN agencies. Other relevant
international initiatives include:
•
•
•
•
•

•

the Global Water Partnership, which provides a framework to coordinate efforts to
promote integrated water resource management, especially in developing countries;
the Vision for Water, Life and the Environment, developed under the auspices of
the World Water Council;
the establishment and outcomes of the World Commission on Dams;
the establishment of the United Nations Decade of Water (http://www.un.org/
waterforlifedecade/index.html)
the outcome of the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in
2002, which called for the development of integrated water resources management
and water efficiency plans in all countries by 2005, with support to developing
countries;
the Transboundary River Basin Initiative (TRIB) project, initiated by the United
Nations Development Programme.
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219. It is important that these and other appropriate guidelines and activities under the
framework of the Ramsar Convention serve as a linkage and input to these other initiatives
at the international level.
220. In terms of other conventions and agreements, the most relevant in terms of these
Guidelines at the global level are:
•

•

•

•

the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), which has identified the
conservation of the biodiversity of inland waters as a particular priority. CBD has
adopted a Joint Work Programme with the Ramsar Convention to address this
matter.
the Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International
Watercourses (New York, May 1997), which requires states to avoid, eliminate or
mitigate significant harm to other watercourse states and establishes detailed rules
with regard to the changes in use of any international watercourse. Issues covered
include EIA, consultation, joint protection of watercourse ecosystems, pollution
control, introduction of alien species, prevention of erosion, siltation, and salt water
intrusion.
The UNECE Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary
Watercourses and International Lakes (Water Convention), which is intended to
strengthen national measures for the protection and ecologically sound management
of transboundary surface waters and groundwaters.
the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment
from Land-based Activities (GPA).

221. At the regional and river basin level there are a great number of multilateral and bilateral
agreements which provide a basis for cooperation in the management of shared water
resources (UNEP/FAO8).
Guidelines Box O:
Guidelines for Contracting Parties for the management of shared river basins and
wetland systems, and partnership with relevant conventions, organizations and
initiatives
O1. Identify and describe shared river basins, document the key issues of common concern in
the basin (diagnostic study), and develop formal joint management arrangements or
collaboration for development and implementation of action plans to deal with such
issues.
O2. Where appropriate, establish or strengthen bi- or multi-state river basin management
commissions to promote international cooperation for shared water resources and wetland
management.
O3. With regard to shared river basins, Contracting Parties should inform the Ramsar
Secretariat of the establishment of any joint management arrangements and also of actions
by other party or non-party states which may lead to changes in the ecological character of
sites included in the List of Wetlands of International Importance (Ramsar List) in their
own portion of the basin.
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O4. Ensure that these guidelines, and other related guidelines under the Ramsar Convention,
are brought to the attention of the relevant international conventions, organizations and
programmes, with a view to ensuring that the objectives of the Ramsar Convention are
reflected in the activities of these other initiatives.
O5. Ensure close coordination at the national level between the Ramsar Administrative
Authorities and the focal points for other international conventions and agreements related
to these subjects.
O6. Ensure, as appropriate, adequate consideration of wetland-related issues in the operation
of any regional agreements related to shared river basins and water resources.

7.

Integrating wetlands into river basin management: getting started

222. It is likely that almost every new initiative to integrate wetlands into river basin
management will involve some degree of “retrofitting” of wetland-related aspects into
existing river basin management activities. In these cases, it will be necessary to take into
account ongoing river basin management activities, review them, resolve the most acute
obstacles, and gradually begin integrating wetlands through revision of land use and water
resources management plans, programmes and regulations.
223. Existing river basin management activities may have led to significant structural
modifications that affect river basins and water resources within basins, such as large dams,
flood controls, and other modifications of the natural hydrological regime. Where possible,
the operation of such structures should be adapted in order to take into account the
protection and management of wetlands, particularly in terms of environmental water
requirements.
224. The critical path approach is a cyclical one, because it is also an adaptive approach to
management: learning and new understanding gained in the first cycle should be fed back
into improving future application. Several of the case studies documented in the Ramsar
Technical Report [X: RBM case studies] demonstrate that moving towards integrated river
basin management is a long-term, iterative process, one that requires patience and
commitment from all stakeholders and sectors.
225. An integrated river basin management initiative can arise from an urgent need to resolve
serious local water management problems, or it might arise from the desire to take a more
inclusive, integrated approach to the early stages of planning for water resources
developments in a relatively unimpacted river basin. It might be a bottom-up process,
having been initiated at a local or sub-basin level as people try to solve local water and
wetland problems, or it might be a top-down process of national policy implementation. In
all likelihood, all of these factors might be present to some degree. The key to improving
integration of wetlands into river basin management is to recognize the wide range of
interests, concerns, local situations and possible solutions, and to take a progressive, step
by step approach to implementation that builds commitment and willingness from all
parties.
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226. Although it appears to be a strongly sequential and thus constraining process, in fact the
maxim of the Critical Path is “Start anywhere, just get started”. The value of applying
this approach is that, even when a specific implementation process seems to have broken
down completely, either at individual wetland level or at river basin level, it may not be
necessary to stop and begin the process from scratch again. In cases such as this, the
Critical Path can be used as an analytical tool to identify gaps, obstacles and bottlenecks
related to water or river basin management issues, solve the most acute of these, and
hopefully get implementation back on track and progressing again.

8.

List of guidance boxes

Guidelines Box A: Principles for integration of the conservation and wise use of wetlands into
river basin management
Guidelines Box B: Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to national policy and legislation
for integrated river basin management
Guidelines Box C: Guidelines for Contracting parties for the establishment of river basin
management institutions and strengthening of institutional capacity for integrated river basin
management
Guidelines Box D: Guidelines for Contracting Parties on national policy and programmes for
CEPA related to integrated river basin management
Guidelines Box E: Guidelines for Contracting Parties on national policy related to stakeholder
participation in integrated river basin management
Guidelines Box F: Guidelines for Contracting Parties for establishing adequate implementation
capacity for integration of wetlands into river basin management
Guidelines Box G: Guidelines for Contracting Parties on establishing supporting policy,
legislation and regulation at river basin level
Guidelines Box H: Guidelines for Contracting Parties on establishing appropriate institutional
arrangements at river basin level
Guidelines Box I: Guidelines for Contracting Parties on developing CEPA programmes and
stakeholder participation processes at river basin level
Guidelines Box J: Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to inventory, assessment and
enhancement of the role of wetlands in river basin management
Guidelines Box K: Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to the identification of current and
future supply and demand for water
Guidelines Box L: Guidelines for Contracting Parties for prioritizing the protection and
restoration of wetlands and their biodiversity
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Guidelines Box M: Guidelines for Contracting Parties relating to the maintenance of natural
water regimes to maintain wetlands
Guidelines Box N: Guidelines for assessing and minimising the impacts of land use and water
development projects on wetlands and their biodiversity
Guidelines Box O: Guidelines for Contracting Parties for the management of shared river basins
and wetland systems, and partnership with relevant conventions, organizations and initiatives
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