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Preamble:

Viewing upon the seriousness and the importance of Wetland Conservation and Management, the Hon'ble High Court of Karnataka in a recent landmark ruling (March 2011) accepted the report of the Karnataka High Court Legal Services Committee, which was constituted to prepare an action plan for the preservation of lakes in the city of Bangalore. There were two key prayers in the PIL.

One was seeking necessary directions directing (the Government) to frame a scheme for the effective administration of lakes and tanks in consonance with the Principle of Intergenerational Equity, Public Trust Doctrine, and in conformance with principles for wetland conservation and management as laid down by the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests.

The Wetlands Conservation and Management Rules was notified in December 2010 by the  Ministry of Environment and Forest, to ensure better conservation and management and to prevent degradation of existing wetlands in India. The wetlands are critical for human development and wellbeing, especially in India where a large number of people are dependent on them for drinking water, food and livelihood. The Environment Protection Act, 1986 has been instrumental in protecting wetlands and groups of wetlands. Several significant regulations and Notifications have been passed under this broad Act for monitoring pollution and safeguarding the environment. 

The wetlands are highly productive, support exceptionally large biological diversity and provide a wide range of ecosystem services, such as waste assimilation, water purification, flood mitigation, erosion control, ground water recharge, microclimate regulation, aesthetic enhancement of the landscape while simultaneously supporting many significant recreational, social and cultural activities of nation. Many wetlands are seriously threatened by reclamation  through  drainage, landfill, pollution, hydrological alterations and over-exploitation.

Moreover, India is a signatory to the Ramsar  Convention for the conservation and wise use of wetlands, which includes in its ambit a wide variety of  habitats, such as rivers and  lakes, coastal lagoons, mangroves, coral reefs, and numerous man-made wet lands, such as ponds, reservoir, sewage farms, and canals. The Ramsar Convention is one that speaks of both conservation and wise use of wetlands. In India the conservation and wise use of wetlands falls within the mandate of the Central Ministry of Environment and Forests besides, the Department of Fisheries, the Ministry of Agriculture, Water Resources, Surface Transport, Power Tourism, the Department of Ocean Development, etc. Wetlands conservation in India is indirectly influenced by an array of policy and legislative measures. Some of the key legislations are given below: 

• The Indian Fisheries Act - 1857

• The Indian Forest Act – 1927

• Wildlife (Protection) Act - 1972

• Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act - 1974

• Territorial Water, Continental Shelf, Exclusive Economic Zone    and other Marine Zones Act – 1976

• Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act - 1977

• Maritime Zone of India (Regulation and fishing by foreign vessels) Act - 1980

• Forest (Conservation act) – 1980

• Environmental (Protection) Act - 1986

• Coastal Zone Regulation Notification -1991

• Wildlife (Protection) Amendment Act -1991

• National Conservation Strategy and Policy Statement on Environment and Development – 1992

• National Policy and Macro level Action Strategy on Biodiversity-1999.
Global Scenario of Wetlands:
The earth, two-thirds of which is covered by water, looks like a blue planet from space. The world's lakes and rivers are probably the planet's most important freshwater resources. But the amount of fresh water covers only 2.53% of the earth's water. On the earth's surface, fresh water is the habitat of a large number of species. It is interesting to note that there are nearly 14 x 108 cubic km of water on the planet, of which more than 97.5% is in the oceans, which covers 71% of the earth's surface. Wetlands are estimated to occupy nearly 6.4% of the earth's surface. Of those wetlands, nearly 30% is made up of bogs, 26% fens, 20% swamps, and 15% flood plains. Of the earth's fresh water, 69.6% is locked up in the continental ice, 30.1% in underground aquifers, and 0.26% in rivers and lakes. In particular, lakes are found to occupy less than 0.007% of world's fresh water.
Indian Scenario of Wetlands:
India is blessed with numerous rivers and streams. By virtue of its geography, varied terrain, and climate, it supports a rich diversity of inland and coastal wetland habitats. The association of man and wetlands is ancient. The first sign of civilization is traced to wetland areas. The flood plains of the Indus, the Nile delta, and the Fertile Crescent of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers provided man with all his basic necessities. Water may be required for various purposes like drinking, fisheries, agriculture, navigation, hydropower generation, etc. Ever-increasing population and the consequent urbanization and industrialization have mounted serious environmental pressures on these ecosystems and have affected them to such an extent that their benefits have declined significantly. 
Major river systems are Ganga, Yamuna, and Brahmaputra, Krishna, Godavari, and Cauvery Narmada and the Tapti. The Indo-Gangetic floodplain is the largest wetland regime of India. Apart from this, there exist a number of man-made wetlands for various multipurpose projects. There are 67,429 wetlands in India, covering about 4.1 million hectares. Out of these, 2,175 wetlands are natural, covering about 1.5 million hectares, and 65,254 wetlands are man-made, occupying about 2.6 million hectares.

According to Forest Survey of India, mangroves cover an additional 6,740 sq km. Their major concentrations are Sunderbans, Andaman, and Nicobar Islands, which hold 80% of the country's mangroves. The rest are in Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, Tamilnadu, Karnataka, Maharashtra, Gujarat, and Goa. Man-made impoundments constitute 3 million hectares. Nearly 28,000 km are under rivers, including main tributaries and canals. Canal and irrigation channels constitute another 113,000 km.

Though accurate results on wetland loss in India are not available, the Wildlife Institute of India's survey reveals that 70-80% of individual fresh water marshes and lakes in the Gangetic flood plains have been lost in the last five decades. Indian mangrove areas have decreased by half from 700,000 ha in 1987 to 453,000 ha in 1995.
Wetlands Conservation: 
Wetlands has supported the various life forms along with the human community since the time of immemorial, thus it is our duty to preserve the eco-system more or less in same form for future generation after giving our self to one of the noblest international ecological principal of sustainable development called intergenerational equity. It is imperative to adopt best management practices for sustainable utility of these wetlands. The restoration programs with regulations and planning for reduction of loss of wetlands, are very essential. These restoration goals require profound planning with active involvement of Government and Non-Governmental organisation, etc.  These wetlands provide a resource base for people dependant on them creating buffer zones for wetlands protection. Apart from governmental regulations, better monitoring mechanisms are needed to increase the knowledge of the physical, chemical and biological characteristics of wetland resources, their values and wetland dynamics. 
Wetland   Management:
 Management is the maintenance of all functions and characteristics of the specific wetland type. The loss or impairment of a wetland ecosystem is usually accompanied by irreversible loss of amenities important to the society, thus appropriate management and restoration mechanisms need to be implemented to regain and protect the integrity of wetland ecosystems. Restoration means re-establishment of pre-disturbance aquatic functions and the related characteristics with the objective of emulating a natural and a self regulating system. 
Wetlands Loss and Degradation:
Wetlands are estimated to occupy around 8.6 million sq km (6.4 %) of the earth's surface, out of which about 4.8 million sq km are found in the tropics and sub-tropics. This estimation was compared with estimates in the 19th century and it was found that approximately 50% of the world's wetlands have been lost in the past century alone. The major activities responsible for wetlands loss are urbanization and drainage for agriculture. Development activities, like excavation, filling, draining, etc, are the major destructive methods resulting in a significant loss of wetland. The environmental impacts on wetlands can be grouped under 5 main categories 

·  Loss of wetland area 

·   Changes to water regime 

·  Changes in water quality 

·   Over exploitation of wetland products 

·   Introduction of exotic or alien species 

Concluding Remarks:
Wetland systems directly and indirectly support millions of people, providing goods and services to them.  Apart from this, the socio-economic values, through water supply, fisheries, fuel wood, medicinal plants, livestock grazing, agriculture, energy resource, wildlife resource, transport, recreation and tourism, and so forth, are significant.  Wetland vegetation plays a major role in erosion control, which in turn contributes to shoreline stabilization and storm protection. The high level of dependency on wetlands and the poor quality of those wetlands calls for immediate restoration of degraded wetlands and appropriate measures for their conservation and management to maintain ecological balance in the region. The restoration programme with a legal perspective through Best Management Practices could also help in correcting pollution wherever and whenever possible. This along with regulations and planning for wildlife habitat and fishes helps in arresting the declining water quality and the rate in loss of wetlands. Thus  restoration goals require intensive legal planning and funding  with active involvement of all levels of organizations including governmental, NGO's, citizen groups, media, and so forth through interagency and intergovernmental processes for initiating and implementing the restoration programs. 

