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Many of  you may have childhood memories of  time spent at a pond, a tank, a stream, a 
river, or by the sea. Some may have learned to swim or paddle around in these waters; others 
may have simply dipped their feet in to explore the life in the waters, to feed the fish, or to 
watch migratory birds.

Wetlands are amazing places. When calm, they mirror the sky. In winter, even a small 
wetland in India may host migratory birds, which come from faraway places in Europe, Africa 
and Central Asia. There is perhaps no other ecosystem that changes so visibly as a wetland 
does in the migratory season. India provides critical stopover and wintering sites for over 90% 
of  birds of  the Central Asian Flyway. Tens of  thousands of  wetland birds like black-tailed 
godwit, bar-headed goose, and ruff  visit India in winter. Wetlands are also a source of  water, 
play an important role in flood control, and provide much needed open spaces. 

According to the National Wetlands Atlas published by Indian Space Research Organisation 
(ISRO) in 2011, the total estimated wetland area in India is 15,260,572 hectares. Of  these, 43% 
are natural inland wetlands. Despite the fact that India still has about 5% of  its land area under 
wetlands, very little of  this is actually protected or even identified. 

On February 1, 1983, India became a party to the Ramsar Convention. The Ramsar 
Convention identifies globally significant wetlands, which are to be governed by the principles 
of  wise use. But despite the vast expanse of  our country and a large number of  wetlands, India 
has identified only 27 Ramsar sites. These sites comprise less than 5% of  the total wetland 
area in India. The situation is not much better for other wetlands either. Wetland Rules were 
notified in India in 2010. They called on states to notify and identify wetlands within state 
jurisdiction. A decade later, no state had completed the exercise. The Supreme Court of  India 
took cognizance of  this and ruled that states need to inventorize the 201,503 wetlands listed 
in the Wetlands Atlas that have an area of  more than 2.25 hectares.

In 2017, the Wetland Rules were amended. According to the new rules, some categories of  
wetlands like saltpans are no longer recognized as wetlands. States are given greater jurisdiction 
in identifying wetlands. It must be noted, though, that we still have a long way to go in 
identifying and notifying wetlands, and completing ‘brief  documents’ (detailed descriptions) 
on these wetlands.

Wetlands have been acknowledged as the backbone for ecological services that sustain 
life, but they are also among the most threatened ecosystems on earth. Recently, a report on 
the status of  biodiversity and ecosystems was completed by the UN-led Intergovernmental 
Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). This 2019 report 
states that between 1700 – 2000, more than 85% of  wetlands have disappeared. The rate of  
loss of  wetlands is three times faster than that of  forests. 

Wetlands are amazing places



Coastal wetlands, which often harbour endemic life, and are so important for overwintering 
bird populations, are severely threatened by a range of  activities like ports, thermal power 
plants, jetties, and badly-planned infrastructure. As India is on a growth trajectory, we also 
have our commitments to sustainable development. The courts of  India have repeatedly 
emphasized the importance of  preserving wetlands. In the Hinch Lal Tiwari vs Kamala Devi 
& Others (2001) 6 SCC 496, the Honourable Supreme Court had observed (on the issue of  
a degraded pond):

“It is important to notice that the material resources of  the community like forests, tanks, 
ponds, hillock, mountain, etc. are nature’s bounty. They maintain delicate ecological balance. 
They need to be protected for a proper and healthy environment which enables people 
to enjoy a quality life which is the essence of  the guaranteed right under Article 21 of  the 
Constitution.”

At the moment, we have an opportunity at hand. While many wetlands have been lost, we 
also have the right policy framework to identify and conserve wetlands. In a time of  changing 
climate, nature-based solutions are the way ahead. Wetlands provide livelihoods, ecosystem 
services, and habitats for wildlife. They deserve to be protected not just for these values but 
for their own sake as well. We need to step up efforts to identify and conserve all types of  
wetlands, including the small and unremarkable ones. The task is not so difficult, as wildlife 
has already chosen these sites, and there are databases like the Important Bird and Biodiversity 
Area (IBA) programme that list the hotspots of  wetland life. We may not always be able to see 
what is beneath the water, but life is always blooming there.

Deepak Apte & Neha Sinha
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Conserving Central Asian  
Flyway Wetlands in India
Innumerable wetlands, looked upon as 
wastelands, have been lost till date.  
The need to save them, especially  
those that are critical for migratory  
birds, has finally been recognized.  
Neha Sinha tells us more.

Sarus Crane: Barometer of  
India’s Waterscapes
The sarus has been an integral  
part of the Indian landscape for 
centuries. Asad R. Rahmani elucidates 
his work on this bird and why it is 
important for the wetlands of India.

India’s Coastal and Marine 
Protected Areas: Challenges  
and the Way Forward
Protecting wilderness areas from human 
greed and making them available for use 
to all species is an enduring challenge. 
K. Sivakumar talks about the challenge 
and the way forward.

Black-necked Crane:
Conservation Ambassador  
for High Altitude Wetlands
Habitat loss is the main threat facing 
the black-necked crane. Saving high 
altitude wetlands is pertinent to secure 
the future of these cranes, says  
Pankaj Chandan.

Value the Invaluable
Is a price tag necessary to value a 
commodity? What happens when a 
resource like a forest, which is of great 
value to mankind, has no price tag? 
Pooja Patki asks questions that push 
us to look for answers.
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