Worldwide destruction of wetlands
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Wetlands - be they mighty river systems and deltas or peatland swamps - were on the agenda at
a conference attended by international delegates.

The focus was on how wetlands could help alleviate poverty and how South Africa dealt with the
problem through its Working for Wetlands projects.

Increasingly, though, these fragile sources of water are under threat as more and more
impoverished rural people rely on them for a living.

To gain an impression of the problems other countries encountered, the Sunday Tribune spoke to
several delegates, from a variety of conservation and development aid agencies.
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Alue Dohong, a site co-ordinator for Wetlands International in Kalimantan,
mentioned constant felling of millions of trees, draining of the peat swamps, and the construction of a
gigantic system of canals. Trees had been wiped out in order to accommodate rice paddies, "but rice doesn't
grow on peat", said Dohong.

Wetlands International is using locals to construct tabats, a traditional canal blocking system, using
hardwood timbers. Aquatic plants are then planted on top of the tabats.

Wetlands International's Marcel Silvius said a very effective poverty-reduction measure in Indonesia had
proved to be micro-loans to communities. In exchange the community planted trees: and in due course the
loans became grants.

Kerala, in south India, is one of the most populated parts of the country. According to Dr Erinjery James, of
the Centre for Water Resources Development and Management, 75 percent of the population depends on
open wells for their drinking water.

"With about 1 030 people per square kilometre, it is almost impossible to maintain the required 15m distance
between wells," said James. As a consequence frightening levels of ecoli had been recorded. "Seventy-five
percent of our wells are contaminated."”

Traditionally medicinal herbs were added to drinking and cooking water; and the wood from the gooseberry
tree used in constructing the wells, also absorbed pollutants.

Village communities were now taking responsibility for their own welfare, using the ancient Panchayat Raj
system, said James.

In Ethiopia, Afework Hailu, of the Ethio-Wetlands and Natural Resources Association, said theirs was the
first NGO to $pecialise in the sustainable management of wetlands and forests.

They had used a demonstration plot on the shores of Lake Tana to show the benefits.

"Instead of growing rice, then chickpeas, then grazing their cattle, we try to persuade them to grow just one
crop, then rest the wetland. We also tell them to use the catchment area first, rather than the wetland.”

The Niger delta is infamous for the problems posed by petroleum and mining exploration companies.






